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PREFACE. 



THE Essays which compose this book were written 
at intervals during the last eight years. Some 
of them have already appeared in the " North British " 
and the ** Westminster " Reviews. It will be seen at a 
glance that I have not attempted a complete or sys- 
tematic review of Greek Poetry. My purpose has been 
to select special points for treatment ; nor have I aimed 
at an exhaustive discussion of the subjects which I 
have selected. To bring Greek literature home to the 
general reader, and to apply to the Greek poets the 
same sort of criticism as that which modem classics 
receive, has been my principal object It is possible 
that, with this aim in view, I may have been led into 
extravagances of style— especially in the Essays on 
Pindar, Aristophanes, and the Idyllic Poets. But I feel 
that in dealing with material so thoroughly investigated 
by scholars and historians, some such divergence from 
received methods of treatment is excusable in a critic 
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vi PREFACE. 

who desires to stimulate the interests and the sym- 
pathies of his audience for works of art which are at 
the same time both old and unfamiliar. 

I may take this opportunity once and for all of 
acknowledging my debt to Mure and Miiller, to HegeFs 
" Philosopy of History," to Bunsen*s " God in History," 
to Donaldson's " Theatre of the Greeks," and to Bergk's 
invaluable collection of the Lyric Poets. It is only 
the pre-existence of such books as these which renders 
possible the kind of criticism I have attempted in my 
Essays. 

In the spelling of names I have not judged it 
necessary to diverge from the old-fashioned ortho- 
graphy, unless it seemed advisable to mark the value 
of diphthongs or hard consonants. Finally, I must 
beg to be excused for the repetition of some thoughts 
and illustrations which were in each case essential to 
the proper development of the subject. 

Clifton, March ^ 1873. 
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THE GREEK POETS. 



CHAPTER I. 
THE PERIODS OF GREEK LITERATURE. 

Language and Mythology. — The Five Chief Periods of Greek Literature. 
The First Period : Homer— Religion and State of the Homeric Age 
— Achilles and Ulysses. — Second Period : Transition — Breaking up 
of the Homeric Monarchies — Colonization — the Nomothetse — lonians 
and Dorians — Development of Elegiac, Iambic, Lyric Poetry — 
Beginning of Philosophy. — ^Third Period : Athenian Supremacy — 
Philosophy at Athens — the Fine Arts — the Drama— History — 
Sparta and Athens — Pericles and Anaxagoras. — Fourth Period : 
Hegemony of Sparta — Enslavement of Hellas — Demosthenes — 
Alexander and Achilles — Aristotle — the Hellenization of the Blast 
— Menander — the Orators. — Fifth Period : Decline and Decay— Greek 
Influence upon the World — Alexandria — the Sciences — Theocritus — 
the University of Athens— Sophistic Literature — Byzantium— Hellas 
and Christendom. 

The most fascinating problems of history are veiled as closely 
from our curiosity as the statue of Egyptian Isis. Nothing is 
known for certain about the emergence from primitive bar- 
barism of the great races, or about the determination of national 
characteristics. Analogies may be adduced from the material 
world ; but the mysteries of organized vitality remain impe- 
netrable. What made the Jew a Jew, the Greek a Greek, is as 
unexplained as what daily causes the germs of an oak and of 
an ash to produce different trees. All we know is that in the 
womb of the vague and infinitely distant past, the embryos 
of races were nourished into form and individuality by means 
of the unseen cord which attaches man to nature, his primitive 
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2 THE GREEK POETS. 

mother. But the laws of that rudimentary growth are still 
unknown ; " the abysmal deeps of Personality " in nations as 
in men remain unsounded : we cannot even experimentalize 
upon the process of ethnical development 

Those mighty works of art which we call languages, in the 
construction of which whole peoples unconsciously co-ope- 
rated, the forms of which were determined not by individual 
genius, but by the instincts of successive generations acting to 
one end inherent in the nature of the race : — those poems of 
pure thought and fancy, cadenced not in words but in living 
imagery, fountain-heads of inspiration, mirrors of the mind of 
nascent nations, which we call Mythologies : — these surely are 
more marvellous in their infantine spontaneity than any more 
mature production of the races which evolved them. Yet we 
are utterly ignorant of their embryology : the true science of 
Origins is as yet not even in its cradle. 

Experimental philologers may analyze what remains of early 
languages, may trace their connections and their points of 
divergence, may classify and group them. But the nature of 
the organs of humanity which secreted them is unknown, the 
problem of their vital structure is insoluble. Antiquarian 
theorists may persuade us that Myths are decayed, disinte- 
grated, dilapidated phrases, the meaning of which had been 
lost to the first mythopoeists. But they cannot tell us how 
these splendid flowers, springing upon the rich soil of rotting 
language, expressed in form and colour to the mental eye the 
thoughts and aspirations of whole races, presented a measure 
of the faculties to be developed during long ages of expanding 
civilization. If the boy is father of the man. Myths are the 
parents of philosophies, religions, polities. 

To these unknown artists of the prehistoric age, to the 
language-builders and myth-makers, architects of cathedrals 
not raised with hands but with the Spirit of man for Humanity 
to dwell therein, poets of the characters of nations, sculptors of 
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THE PERIODS OF GREEK LITERATURE, 3 

the «ubstaiice of the very soul, melodists who improved the 
themes upon which subsequent centuries have written varia- 
tions, we ought to erect our noblest statues and our grandest 
temples. The work of these first artificers is more astonishing 
in its unconsciousness, more effective in its spontaneity^ than 
are the deliberate and calculated arts of sculptor, painter, 
poet, philosopher, and lawgiver of the historic periods. 

Some such reflections as these are the natural prelude to the 
study of a literature like that of the Greeks. Language and 
Mythology form the vestibules and outer courts to Homer, 
Pheidias, Lycurgus. 

It is common to divide the history of Greek literature into 
three chief periods : the first embracing the early growth of 
Poetry and Prose before the age in which Athens became 
supreme in Hellas — that is, anterior to about .480 b.c. : the 
second coinciding with the brilliant maturity of Greek genius 
•during the supremacy of Athens — that is, from the termination 
of the Persian war to the age of Alexander : the third ex- 
tending over the Decline and Fall of the Greek spirit after 
Alexander's death — that is, firom b.c. 323, and onwards, to 
the final extinction of Hellenic civilization. There is much 
to be said in favour of this division. Indeed, Greek history 
falls naturally into these three sections. But a greater degree 
of accuracy may be attained by breaking up the first and last 
of these divisions, so as to make five periods instead of three. 
After having indicated these five periods in outline, we will 
return to the separate consideration of them in detail and in 
connection with the current of Greek history. 

The first may be termed the Heroic, or Prehistoric, or 
Legendary period. It ends with the first Olympiad, b.c. 776, 
and its chief monuments are the epics of Homer and Hesiod. 
The second is a period of transition from the Heroic or Epical 
to that of artistic maturity in all the branches of literature. In 
this stage history, properly so called, begins. The Greeks try 

B 2 
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4 THE CREEK POETS, 

their strength in several branches of composition. Lyrical^ 
Satirical, Moral, and Philosophical poetry supplant the Epic. 
Prose is cultivated. The first foundations of the Drama are 
laid. The earliest attempts at science emerge fi'om the criticism 
of old mythologies. The whole mind of the race is in a fer- 
ment, and, for the moment, effort and endeavour are more 
apparent than mastery and achievement. This period extends 
from B.C. 776 to B.C. 477, the date of the Athenian league. The 
third period is that of the Athenian Supremacy. Whatever rs 
great in Hellas is now concentrated upon Athens. Athens, 
after her brilliant activity during the Persian war, wins the con- 
fidence and assumes the leadership of Greece. Athens is the 
richest, grandest, most liberal, most cultivated, most enlightened 
state of Hellas. To Athens flock all the poets and historians 
and philosophers. The Drama attains maturity in her theatre. 
Philosophy takes its true direction from Anaxagoras and 
Socrates, and Ms perfected by Plato. The ideal of history is 
realized by Thucydides. Oratory flourishes under the great 
statesmen and the demagogues of the Republic. During the 
brief but splendid ascendancy of Athens, all the masterpieces 
of Greek literature are simultaneously produced with marvel- 
lous rapidity. Fixing 413 B.C. as the date of the commence- 
ment of Athenian Decline, our fourth period, which terminates 
in B.C. 323 with the death of Alexander, is again one of transi- 
tion. The second period was transitional from adolescence 
to maturity. The fourth is transitional from maturity to old 
age. The creative genius of the Greeks is now less active. 
We have indeed the great names of Aristotle and Demos- 
thenes, to give splendour to this stage of national existence. 
But the sceptre has passed away from the Greek nation proper. 
Their protagonist, Athens, is in slavery. The civilization 
which they had slowly matured, and which at Athens had 
been reflected in the masterpieces of Art and Literature, is 
now spread abroad and scattered over the earth. Asia and 
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Egypt are Hellenized. The Greek spirit is less productive 
than it has been ; but it is not less vigorous. It still asserts 
itself as the greatest in the world ; but it does so, relying more 
upon its past acquirements than on any seeds of power that 
remain to be developed in the future. The fifth period, the 
longest of all, is one of decline and decay. It extends from 
B.C. 323 to the final extinction of classical civilization. Two 
chief centres occupy our attention — Athens, where the tradi- 
tions of art and philosophy yet linger, where the Stoics and 
Epicureans and the sages of the New Academy still educate 
the world and prepare a nidus for the ethics of Christianity — 
and Alexandria, where physical science is cultivated under 
the Ptolemies, where mystical theology flourishes in the schools 
of the Neoplatonists, where libraries are formed and the labour 
of literary criticism is conducted on a gigantic scale, but where 
nothing new i§ produced except the single, most beautiful flower 
of Idyllic poetry and some few epigrams. In this fifth period, 
Rome and Byzantium, where the Greek spirit, still vital, over- 
lives its natural decay upon a foreign soil, close the scene. 

In these five periods — periods of superb adolescence, early 
manhood, magnificent matiuity, robust old age, and senility — 
we can trace the genius of the Greeks putting forth its vigour 
in successive works of art and literature, concentrating its 
energy at first upon its own self-culture, then extending its 
influence in, every direction and controlling the education of 
humanity, finally contenting itself with pondering and poring 
on its past, with mystical metaphysics and pedantic criticism. 
Yet even in its extreme decadence the Hellenic spirit is still 
potent. It still assimilates, transmutes, and alchemizes what 
it works upon. Coming into contact with the new and mightier 
genius of Christianity, it forces even that first-bom of the Deity 
to take form firom itself One dying effort of the Greek intellect, 
if we may so speak, is to formulate the dogma of the Trinity 
and to impress the doctrine of the Logos upon the author of 
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6 THE GREEK POETS, 

the Gospel of St. John. The analogy between the history of a 
race so undisturbed in its development as the Gredc^ and the 
life of a man, is not altogether fanciful. A man like Goethe, 
beautiful in soul ind body, exceedingly strong and swift and 
active and inquisitive in all the movements of his spirit, first 
lives the life of the senses and of physical enjoyment. His 
soul, "immersed in rich foreshadowings of the world," has 
scarcely begun to think consciously in the first period. BlUt 
he feels the glory of existence, the strivings of inexhaustible 
energy, the desire of infinite expansion. The second period 
is one of Sturm und Drang, New things are learned : much 
of the beautiful physical activity is sacrificed j he discovers 
that life involves care and responsibility as well as pleasure ; 
he concentrates his mental faculty on hard and baffling study, 
in which at first he halts and falters. Then he goes forth 
to the world, and wins great fame, and does the deeds and 
thinks the thoughts by which he shall be known to all posterity. 
His physical and mental faculties are now in perfect harmony ; 
together they offer him the noblest and most endnring pleasures. 
But after a while his produc^veness begins to dwindle. He 
has put forth his force, has fully expressed himself, has matured 
his principles, has formed his theory of the world. Our fourth 
period corresponds to the early old age of such a man's life. 
He now applies his principles, propagates his philosophy, 
subordinates his fancy, produces less, enjoys with more sobriety 
and less exhilaration, bears burdens, suffers disappointments, 
yet still, as Solon says, " learns always as he grows in years.'^ 
'"'len comes the fifth stage. He who was so vigorous and 
lendid, now has but little joy in physical life ; his brain is 
yr and withering ; he dwells on his old thoughts, and has no 
:ulty for generating new ones : yet his soul contains deep 
nes of wisdom ; he gives counsel and frames laws for 
unger generations. And so he gradually sinks into the 
ive. His acts remain : his life is written. 
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The great name of Homer covers the whole of the first 
period of Greek Literature* It is from the Homeric poems 
alone that we can form a picture to our imagination of the state 
of society in prehistoric Hellas. The picture which they pre- 
sent is so lively in its details, and so consistent in all its parts, 
that we have no reason to suspect that it was drawn fi"om 
fancy. Its ideal^ as distmguished from merely realistic, charac- 
ter is obvious. The poet professes to sing to us of heroes who 
were of the seed of gods, whose strength exceeded tenfold the 
strength of actual men, and who filled the world with valiant 
deeds surpassing all that their posterity achieved. Yet, in spite 
of this, die Iliad and the Odyssey may be taken as faithful 
mirrors of a certain phase of Greek society, just as the 
Nidfdufigm Ided^ the romances of Charlemagne, and the tales 
of the Round Table reflect three stages in the history of 
feudalism. We find that in this earliest period of Greek history 
the nation was governed by monarchs each of whom claimed 
descent firom a god. Thus the kings exercised their power 
over the people by divine right ; but at the same time a neces- 
sary condition of their maintaining this supremacy was that 
that they should be superior in riches, lands, personal bravery, 
and wisdom. Their subjects obeyed them, not merely because 
they were AcoyeyeTc^ or because they were Fathers of the 
people, but also, and chiefly, because they were the ablest men, 
the men fitted by nature to rule, the men who could be 
depended upon in an emergency. The king had just so much 
personal authority as he had ability to'acquire or to assert Ais 
soon as this ability fiuled, the sceptre departed firom him. 
Thus Laertes overlives his royalty ; and the suitors of Penelope, 
fiancying that Ulysses is dead, take no heed of Telemachus, 
who ought to rule in his stead, because Telemachus is a mere 



• My special debt to Hegd's Philosophy of History in this paragraph 
oti£^ to be acknowledged. 
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lad ; but as soon as the hero returns, and proves his might by 
stringing the bow, the ^itors are slain like sheep. Agam, 
Achilles, while acknowledging the sway of Agamemnon, quar- 
rels with him openly, proving his equality and right to such 
independence as he can assert for himself. The bond between 
the king in the Heroic age and his chieftains was founded on 
the personal superiority of the suzerain, and upon the necessity 
felt for the predominance of one individual in warfare and 
council. The chiefs were grouped around the monarch like 
the twelve peers round Charlemagne, or like the barons, whose 
turbulence . Shakspere has described in Richard IL The 
relation of the Homeric sovereign to his princes was, in fact, 
a feudal one. Olympus repeats the same form of government 
There Zeus is monarch simply because he wields the thunder. 
When Her^ wishes to rebel, Hephaestus advises her to submit, 
because Zeus can root up the world, or hurl them all from the 
crystal parapet of heaven. Such, then, is the society of kings 
and princes in Homer. They stand forth in brilliant relief 
against the background, grey and misty, of the common people. 
The masses of the nation, like the Chorus in Tragedy, kneel 
passive, deedless, appealing to heaven, trembling at the strokes 
of fate, watching with anxiety the action of the heroes. Mean- 
while the heroes enact their drama for themselves. They 
assume responsibility. They do and suffer as their passions 
sway them. Of these the greatest, the most truly typical, is 
Achilles. In Achilles, Homer summed up and fixed for ever 
the ideal of the Greek character. He presented an imperish- 
able picture of their national youlhfulness, and of their ardent 
genius, to the Greeks. The " beautiful human heroism " of 
AchiUes, his strong personality, his fierce passions controlled 
and tempered by divine wisdom, his intense fiiendship and 
love that passed the love of women, above all, the splendour 
of his youthful life in death made perfect, hovered like a dream 
above the imagination of the Greeks, and insensibly deter- 
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mined their subsequent development. At a later age this ideal 
was destined to be realized in Alexander. The reality fell 
below the ideal : for rlen tCest si beau que lafable^ si triste que la 
vkriik. But the life of Alexander is the most convincing proof 
of the importance of AchiUes in the history of the Greek race. 

If Achilles be the type of the Hellenic genius, radiant, 
adolescent, passionate; as it still dazzles us in its artistic beauty 
and unrivalled physical energy; Ulysses is no less a true portrait 
of the Greek as known to us in history — stem in action, ruthless 
in his hatred, pitiless in his hostility ; subtie, vengeful, cun- 
ning ; yet at the same time the most adventurous of men, the 
most persuasive in eloquence, the wisest in counsel, the bravest 
and coolest in danger.* The Grcuulus esuriens of Juvenal may 
be said to be the caricature in real life of the idealized Ulysses. 
And what remains to the present day of the Hellenic genius 
in the so-called Greek nation^ descends from Ulysses rather 
than Achilles. If the Homeric Achilles has the superiority of 
sculpturesque and dramatic splendour, the Homeric Ulysses 
beats him on the ground of permanence of type. 

Homer, then, was the Poet of the Heroic age, the Poet 
of Achilles and Ulysses. Of Homer we know nothing, we 
have heard too much. Need we ask ourselves again the 
question whether he existed, or whether he sprang into the 
full possession of consummate art without a predecessor? 
That he had no predecessors, no scattered poems and ballads 
to build upon, no well-digested body of m3rths to synthesize, 
is an absurd hypothesis which the whole history of literature 
refutes. That, on the other hand, there never was a Homer, — 
that is to say, that some diaskeuast, acting under the orders of 
Pisistratus, gave its immortal outline to the colossus of the 
Iliad and wove the magic web of the Odyssey, that no 
supreme and conscious artist working to a well-planned con- 
clusion conceived and shaped these epics to the form they 
bear, appears to the spirit of sound criticism equaUy ridiculous. 
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Some Homer did exist Some great single poet intervened 
between the lost chaos of legendary material and the cosmos 
of artistic beauty which we now possess. His work may have 
been tampered with in a thousand ways, and religiously but 
inadequately restored. Of his age and date and country 
we may know nothing. But this we do know^ that the fire of 
moulding, fusing, and controlling genius in some one single 
brain has made the Iliad and the Odyssey what they are. 

The Epic poet merges his personality in his poems, the 
words of which he ascribes to the inspiration of the Muse. 
The individual is nowhere, is forgotten in the subject and 
suppressed, while the luminous forms of gods and heroes 
move serenely across the stage, summoned and marshalled 
by the maidens of Helicop. In no other period of Greek 
literature shall we find the same unconsciousness of self, the 
same immersion in the work of Art. In this respect the 
poetry of the Heroic age answers to the condition of pre- 
historic Hellas, where as yet the elements of the Greek race 
remain still implicit in the general mass and undeveloped. 
We hear in Homer of no abrupt division between Doiians 
and lonians. Athens and Sparta have not grown up into 
prominence as the two leaders of the nation. Aigos is 
the centre of power ; but Phthiotis, the cradle of the Hel- 
lenes, is the home of Achilles. Ulysses is an islander. 
In the same way, in Homer the art of the Greeks is 
still a mere potentiality. The artistic sentiment, indeed, 
exists in exquisite perfection ; but it is germinal, not organ- 
ized and expanded as it will be. We hear of embroidery 
for royal garments, of goldsmith's work for shields and breast- 
plates, of stained ivory trappings for chariots and horses. But 
even here the poet's imagination had probably outrun the fact. 
What he saw with his fancy, could the heroic artisans have 
fashioned with their tools? Is not the shield of Achilles, like 
Dante's pavement of the Purgatorial staircase, a forecast of 
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the future? Architecture and Sculpture at any rate can 
scarcely be said to exist. Ulysses builds his own house. The 
statues of the gods are fetishes. But, meanwhile, the founda- 
tion of the highest Greek art is being laid in the cultivation of 
the human body. The sentiment of beauty shows itself in 
dances and games, in the races of naked runners, in rhythmic 
processions, and the celebration of religious rites. This was 
the proper preparation for the after-growth of Sculpture. The 
whole race lived out its sculpture and its painting, rehearsed, 
as it were, the great works of Pheidias and Polygnotus, in 
physical exercise before it learned to express itself in marble 
or in colour. The public games, which were instituted in this 
first period, further contributed to the cultivation of the sense 
of Beauty, which was inherent in the Greeks. 

The second period is one of transition — in Politics, in 
Literature, in the Fine Arts. Everywhere the old landmarks 
are being broken up, and the new ones are not yet fixed. The 
Heroic monarchies yield first of all to oligarchies, and then 
to tyrannies; the tyrannies in their turn give place to 
democracies, or to constitutional aristocracies. Argos, the 
centre of Heroic Hellas, is the first to change. Between 
770 and 730 B.C. Pheidon usurps the sovereign power, and 
dies, leaving no dynasty behind him. Between 650 and 500 
we find despots springing up in all the chief Greek cities. At 
Corinth the oligarchical family of the Bacchiad® are superseded 
by^the tyrants Cypselus and Periander. At Megara the despot 
Theagenes is deposed and exiled. At Sicyon the Ortbagorid® 
terminate in the despot Cleisthenes, whose reign is marked by 
an attempt to supersede the ancient Doric order of govern- 
ment by caste. At Mitylene, Pittacus becomes a constitu- 
tional autocrat, or dictator for the public safety. At Samos, 
Polycrates holds a post of almost Oriental despotism. At 
Athens, we find the great family of the Pisistratidae, who 
upersede the dynastic tyranny in commission of the house 
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of Codrus. What is the meaning of these changes ? How 
does the despot differ from the Heroic monarch, who held, as 
we have seen, his power by divine right, but who also had to 
depend for his ascendancy on personal prowess ? Gradually 
the old respect for the seed of Zeus died out. Either the 
royal families abused their power, or became extinct, or, as 
in the case of Athens and Sparta, retained hereditar}' privileges 
under limitations. During this decay of the Zeus-bom 
dynasties, the cities of Greece were a prey to the quarrels 
of great families ; and it often happened that one of these 
obtained supreme power — ^in which case a monarchy, based 
not on divine right, but on force and fear, was founded : or 
else a few of the chief houses combined against the State, 
to establish an oligarchy. The oligarchies, owing their 
authority to no true, l^al, or religious fount of honour, were 
essentially selfish, and were exposed to the encroachments of 
the more able among their own families. The cleverest man 
in an oligarchy tended to draw the power into his owm hands ; 
but in this he generally succeeded by first flattering, and then 
intimidating the people. Thus in one way or another the old 
type of dynastic government was superseded by despotisms, 
more or less arbitrary, tending to the tyranny of single 
individuals, or to the coalition of noble houses, and bringing 
with them the vices of greed, craft, and servile cruelty. The 
political ferment caused a vast political excitement Party 
strove against party; and when one set gained the uppjr 
hand, the other had to fly. The cities of Hellas were filled 
with exiles. Diplomacy and criticism occupied the minds of 
men. Personal cleverness became the one essential point in 
politics. But two permanent advantages were secured by this 
anarchy to the Greeks. The one was a strong sense of the 
equality of citizens ; the other a desire for established law, as 
opposed to the caprice of individuals and to the clash of 
factions in the State. This then is the first point which marks 
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the transitional period. The old monarchies break up, and 
give place to oligarchies first, and then to despotism. The 
tyrants maintain themselves by violence and by flattering the 
mob. At last they fall, or are displaced, and then the states 
agree to maintain their freedom by the means of constitutions 
and fixed laws. The despots are schoolmasters, who bring 
the people to Nomas as their lord. 

Three other general features distinguish this period of 
transition. The first is Colonization. In the political disturb- 
ances which attended the struggle for power, hundreds of 
citizens were forced to change their residence. So we find the 
mother cities sending settlers to Italy, to Sicily, to Afiica, \,6 
the Gulf of Lyons, to Thrace, and to the islands. In these 
colonies the real life and vigour of Hellas show themselves at 
this stage more than in the mother states. It is in Sicily, on the 
coast of Magna Graecia, on the sea-board of Asia Minor, in the 
islands of the ^Egean, that the first poets and philosc^hers 
and historians of Greece appear. Sparta and Athens, des- 
tined to become the protagonists of the real drama of Hellas, 
are meanwhile silent and apparently inert Again this is the 
age of the Nomothetse. Thebes receives a constitution firom 
the Corinthian lovers and lawgivers Philolaus and Diodes. 
Lycurgus and Solon form the states of Sparta and Athens. It 
is not a little wonderful to think of these three great cities, 
successively the leaders of historic Hellas, submitting to the 
intellect each of its own lawgiver, taking shape beneath 
his hands, cheerfully accepting and diligently executing his 
directions. Lastly, it is in this period that the two chief races 
of the Greeks — the lonians and the Dorians — emerge into 
distinctness. Not only are Athens and Sparta fashioned to the 
form which they will afterwards maintain ; but also in the 
colonies two distinct streams of thought and feeling begin to 
flow onwards side by side, and to absorb, each into its own 
current, thoie minor rivulets which it could best appropriate. 
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What happens to literature in this period of metamorphosis, 
expansion, and anarchy? We have seen that Homer covers the 
whole of the first period of literatiire ; and in the Homeric poems 
we saw that the interests of the present were subordinated to a 
splendid picture of the ideal^past, that the poet was merged in 
his work, that the individual joys and sorrows of the artist 
remained unspoken, and that his words were referred imme- 
diately to the Muse. All this is now to be altered. But 
meanwhile between the first and second period a link is made 
by Hesiod. In his Works and Days he still preserves the 
traditions of the Epic. But we no longer listen to the deeds of 
gods and heroes; and though the Muse is invoked, the poet 
appears before us as a living, sentient, suffering man. * We 
descend to earth. We are instructed in the toils and duties 
of the beings who have to act and endure upon the prosaic 
stage of the world, as it exists in the common light of the 
present time. Even in Hesiod there has therefore been a 
change. Homer strung his lyre in the halls of princes who 
loved to dwell on the great deeds of their god-descended 
ancestors. Hesiod utters a weaker and more subdued 
note to the tillers of the ground and the watchers of the 
seasons. In Homer we see the radiant heroes expiring with 
a smile upon their lips as on the ^ginetan pediment. In 
Hesiod we hear the low sad outcry of humanity. The inner' 
life, the daily loss and profit, the duties and the cares of men 
are his concern. Homer too was never analytical. He 
described the world without raising a single moral or psycho- 
logical question. Hesiod poses the eternal problems : What is 
the origin and destiny of mankind ? Why should we toil pain- 
fully upon the upward path of virtue ? How came the gods to 
be our tyrants? What is Justice? How did evil and 
pain and disease begin? After Hesiod the Epical impulse 
ceases. Poets indeed go on writing narrative poems in 
hexameters. But the Cycle, so called by the Alexandrian 
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critics, produced about this time, had not innate life enough 
to survive the wear and tear of centuries. We have lost the 
whole series, except in the tragedies which were composed 
from their materials. Literature had passed beyond the stage 
of the heroic Epic The national ear demanded other and 
more varied forms of verse than the hexameter. Among the 
lonians of Asia Minor was developed the pathetic melody of 
the Elegiac metre, which first apparently was used to express 
the emotions of love and sorrow, and afterwards came to be 
the vehicle of moral sentiment and all strong feeling. 
Callinus and T)Ttaeus adapted the Elegy to songs of battle. 
Solon consigned his wisdom to its couplets, and used it as a 
trumpet for awakening the zeal of Athens against her tyrants. 
Mimnermus confined the metre to its more plaintive melo- 
dies, and made it the mouthpiece of lamentations over the 
fleeting beauty of youth and the evils of old age. In Theognis 
the Elegy takes wider scope. He uses it alike for satire and 
invective, for precept, for autobiographic grumblings, for political 
discourses, and for philosphical apophthegms. Side by side 
with the Elegy arose the various forms of Lyric poetry. The 
names of Alcseus and Sappho, of Alcman, Anacreon, Simo- 
nides, Bacchylides, Stesichorus, Arion instantly suggest 
themselves. But it must be borne in mind that Lyric poetry 
in Greece at a very early period broke up into two distinct 
species. The one kind gave expression to strong personal 
emotion and became a safety-valve for perilous passions : the 
other was choric and complex in its form; designed ioit 
public festivals and solemn ceremonials, it consisted chiefly 
of odes simg in the honour of gods and great men. To the 
former or personal species belong the lyrics of the Ionian and 
iEolian families : to the latter, or more public species, belong the 
so-called Dorian odes. Besides the Elegy and all the forms 
of Ijrric stanza, the Iambic was invented in this period, and 
adapted to satire. Archilochus is said to have constructed 
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this metre, as being the closest in its form to common speech, 
and therefore suited to his unideal practical invective. From 
the lyric Dithyrambs of Anon, sung at festivals of Dionysus, 
and from the Iambic satires of Archilochus, recited at the 
feasts of Demeter, was to be developed the metrical structure 
of the Drama in the third period. As yet, it is only among 
the Dorians of Sicily and of Megara that we hear of any 
mimetic shows, and these of the simplest description. 

In this period the first start in the direction of philosophy 
was made. The morality which had been implicit in Homer, 
and had received a partial development in Hesiod, was con- 
densed in proverbial couplets by Solon, Theognis, Phocylides, 
and Simonides. These couplets formed the starting-points 
for discussion. Many of Plato's dialogues turn on sayings of 
Theognis and Simonides. Many of the sublimer flights of 
meditation in Sophocles are expansions of early Gnomes. 
Even the Ethics of Aristotle are indebted to their wisdom. 
The ferment of thought produced by the political struggles of 
this age tended to sharpen the intellect and to turn reflection 
inwards. Hence we find that the men who rose to greatest 
eminence in statecraft as tyrants or as lawgivers, are also to be 
reckoned among the primitive philosophers of Greece. The 
aphorisms of the Seven Sages, two of whom were Nomothet3e, 
and several of whom were despots, contain the kernel of much 
that is peculiar in Greek thought. It is enough to mention 
these : firidiy &yay' fiirpoy apitrroy' yywOi treavroy' Kaipoy yyQQc 
amywy S' ovU OtoX fiaxoyrat, which are the genns of subsequent 
systems of ethics, metaphysics, and theories of art. Solon, as a 
patriot, a modeller of the Athenian constitution, an elegiac poet, 
one of the Seven Sages, and the representative of Greece at the 
court of Croesus, may be chosen as the one most eminent man 
in a period when literature and thought and politics were to a 
remarkable extent combined in the person of individuals. 

Meanwhile philosophy began to flourish in more definite 
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shape among the colonists of Asia Minor, Italy, and Sicily. 
The criticism of the Theogony of Hesiod led the Ionian 
thinkers, Thales, Anaximenes, Anaximander, Heraclitus, to 
evolve separate answers to the question of the origin of the 
universe. The problem of the physical ipx^ of the world 
occupied their attention. Some more scientific theory of 
existence than mythology afforded was imperatively demanded. 
The same spirit of criticism, the same demand for accuracy, 
gave birth to history. The Theogony of Hesiod and the 
Homeric version of the Trojan war, together with the genea- 
logies of the Heroes, were reduced to simple statements of 
fact, stripped of their artistic trappings, and rationalized after 
a rude and simple fashion by the annalists of Asia Minor. 
This zeal for greater rigour of thought was instrumental in 
developing a new vehicle of language. The time had come at 
length for separation from poetry, for the creation of a prose 
style which should correspond in accuracy to the logical 
necessity of exact thinking. Prose accordingly was elaborated 
with infinite difficulty by these first speculators from the ele- c 
ments of common speech. It was a great epoch in the 
history of European culture when men ceased to produce their 
thoughts in the fixed cadences of verse, and consigned them 
to the more elastic periods of prose. Heraclitus of Ephesus 
was the first who achieved a notable success in this new and 
difficult art He for his pains received the title of It oKottiv^q^ 
the obscure, so strange and novel did the language of science 
seem to minds accustomed hitherto to nothing but metre. Yet 
even after his date philosophy of the deepest species was still 
conveyed in verse. The Eleatic metaphysicians Xenophanes 
and Parmenides — Xenophanes, who dared to criticise the an- 
diropomorphism of the Greek Pantheon, and Parmenides, who 
gave utterance to the word of Greek ontology, to ov, or Being, 
which may be significantly contrasted with the Hebrew I am, 
wrote long poems in which they invoked the Muse, and dragged 

c 

Digitized by VjOOQIC 



i8 THE GREEK POETS. 

the hexameter along the pathway of their argument upon the 
entities, like a pompous sacrificial vestment. Empedodes of 
Agrigentum, to whom we owe the rough and ready theory of 
the four elements, cadenced his great work on Nature in the 
same sonorous verse, and interspersed his speculations on the 
Cycles of the Universe with passages of brilliant eloquence. 

Thus the second period is marked alike by changes in> 
politics and society and by a revolution in the spirit of litera- 
ture. The old Homeric monarchies are broken up. Oligarchies 
and tyrannies take their place. To the anarchy and unrest of 
transition succeeds the demand for constitutional order. The 
colonies are founded, and contain the very pith of Hellas at 
this epoch : of all the great names we have mentioned, only 
Solon and Theognis belong to Central Greece. The Homeric 
Epos has become obsolete. In its stead we have the greatest 
possible variety of literary forms. The Elegiac poetry of morality 
and war and love ; the Lyrical poetry of personal feeling and of 
public ceremonial; the Philosophical poetry of metaphysics and 
mysticism ; the Iambic, Avith its satire ; Prose, in its adaptation, 
to new sciences and a more accurate historical investigation;^ 
are all built up upon the ruins of the Epic. What is most 
prominent in the spirit of this second period is the emergence 
of private interests and individual activities. No dreams of 
a golden past now occupy the minds of men. No gods or 
heroes fill the canvas of the poet Man, his daily life, his 
most crying necessities, his deepest problems, his loves and 
sorrows, his friendships, his social relations, his civic duties — 
these are the theme of poetry. Now for the first time in Europe 
a man tells his own hopes and fears, and expects the world to- 
listen. Sappho simply sings her love ; Archilochus, his hatred ; 
Theognis, his wrongs; Mimnermus, his ennui; Alcaeus, his 
misfortunes; Anacreon, his pleasure of the hoiu:; and their 
songs find an echo in all hearts. The Individual and the 
Present have triumphed over the Ideal and the Past Finally, 
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it should be added that the chief contributions to the culture 
of the fine arts in this period are Architecture, which is carried 
to perfection ; Music, which receives elaborate form in the lyric 
of the Dorian order ; and Sculpture, which appears as yet but 
rudimentary upon the pediments of the temples of iEgina and 
Selinus. 

Our third period embraces the supremacy of Athens firom 
the end of the Persian to the end of the Peloponnesian war. 
It was the struggle with Xerxes which developed all the latent 
eneigies of the Greeks, which intensified their national existence, 
and which secured for Athens, as the central power on which 
the scattered forces of the race converged, the intellectual 
dictatorship of Hellas. No contest equals for interest and for 
importance thb contest of the Greeks with the Persians. It 
was a struggle of spiritual energy against brute force, of liberty 
against oppression, of intellectual freedom against superstitious 
ignorance, of civilization against barbarism. The whole fate 
of Humanity himg trembling in the scales at Marathon, at 
Salamis, at Platsea. On the one side were ranged the hordes 
of Asia, tribe after tribe, legion upon legion, myriad by myriad, 
under their generals and princes. On the other side stood forth 
a band of athletes, of Greek citizens, each one himself a prince 
and general The cotmtless masses of the herd-like Persian host 
were opposed to a handfiil of resolute men in whom the force 
of the spirit of the world was concentrated. The triumph of 
the Greeks was the triumph of the spirit, of the ii^teUect of 
man, of light dispersing darkness, of energy repelling a dead 
weight of matter. Other nations have shown a temper as 
heroic as the Greeks. The Dutch, for instance, in their re- 
sistance against !^hilip, or the Swiss in their antagonism to 
Burgundy and Austria. But in no other single instance has 
heroism been exerted on so large a scale, in such a fatefiil 
contest, for the benefit of Humanity at laige. Had the Dutch, 
for example, been quelled by Spain, or the Swiss been crushed 
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by the house of Hapsburg, the world could have survived the 
loss of these athletic nations. There were other mighty 
peoples, who held the torch of liberty and of the spirit, and 
who were ready to carry it onward in the race. But if Persia 
had overwhelmed the Greeks upon the plains of Marathon oc 
in the straits of Salamis, that torch of spiritual liberty would 
have been extinguished. There was no runner in the race to 
catch it up from the dying hands of Hellas, and to bear it 
forward for the future age. No : this contest of the Greeks 
with Persia was the one supreme battle of history ; and to the 
triumph of the Greeks we owe whatever is most great and 
glorious in the subsequent achievements of the human race. 

Athens rose to her full height in this duel. She bore the 
brunt of Marathon alone. Her generals decided the sea-fight 
of Salamis. For the Spartans it remained to defeat Mardonius 
at Plataa. Consequently the olive-wreath of this more than 
Olympian victory crowned Athens. Athens was recognized as 
Saviour and Queen of Hellas. And Athens, who had fought 
the battle of the Spirit — ^by Spirit we mean the greatness of the 
soul, liberty, intelligence, civilization, culture, everything which 
raises men above brutes and slaves, and makes them free 
beneath the arch of heaven — Athens who had fought and won 
this battle of the Spirit, became immediately the recognized 
impersonation of the Spirit itself. Whatever was superb in 
human nature found its natural home and sphere in Athens. 
We hear no more of the colonies. All great works of Art and 
Literature now are produced in Athens. It is to Athens that 
the sages come to teach and to be taught Anaxagoras, Socrates, 
Plato, the three masters of philosophy in this third period, are 
Athenians. It is, however, noticeable and significant that 
Anaxagoras, who forms a link between the philosophy of the 
second and the third period, is a native of Clazomense, though 
the thirty years of his active life are spent at Athens. These 
thinkers introduce into speculation a new element Instead 
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of inquiries into the factors of the physical world or of onto- 
logical theorizing, they approach all problems which involve 
the activities of the human soul, the presence in the universe 
of a controlling Spirit. Anaxagoras issues the famous apo- 
phthegm, ¥ov^ irctKro tc^rCi : intelligence disposes all things in 
the world. Socrates founds his ethical investigation upon 
the Delphian precept, yvQ%i. tnavr6y : or, " the proper study of 
mankind is man." Plato, synthesizing all the previous specu- 
lations of the Greeks, ascends to the conception of an ideal 
existence which unites Truth, Beauty, and Goodness in one 
scheme of universal order. 

At the same time Greek art rises to its height of full matu- 
rity. Ictinus designs the Parthenon ; Pheidias completes the 
development of Sculpture in his statue of Athene, his pediment 
and friezes of the Parthenon, his chryselephantine image of 
Zeus at Olympia, his marble Nemesis upon the plain of 
Marathon. These were the ultimate, consimunate achieve- 
ments of the sculptor's skill; the absolute standards of what 
the statuary in Greece could do. Nothing remained to be 
added. Subsequent progression — ^for a progression there was 
in the work of Praxiteles — ^was a deflection from the pure and 
perfect type. 

Poetry, in the same way, receives incomparable treatment 
at the hands of the great dramatists. As the Epic of Homer 
contained implictly all forms of poetry, so did the Athenian 
Drama consciously unite them ih one supreme work of art. 
The energies aroused by the Persian war had made action and 
the delineation of action of prime importance to the Greeks. 
We no longer find the poets giving expression to merely per- 
sonal feeling, or uttering wise saws and moral precepts, as in 
the second period. Human emotion is indeed their theme : 
but it is the phases of passion in living, acting, and con- 
flicting personalities which the Drama imdertakes to depict 
Ethical philosophy is more than ever substantive in verse : but 
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its lessons are set forth by example and not by precept — ^they 
animate the conduct of whole trilogies. The awakened activity 
of Hellas at this period produced the first great drama of 
Europe, as the Reformation in England produced the second. 
The Greek Drama being essentially religious, the tragedians 
ascended to Mythology for their materials. Homer is dis- 
membered, and his episodes or allusions, together with the 
substance of the Cyclic poems, supply the dramatist with plots. 
But notice the difference between Homer and -^schylu^ the 
Epic and the Drama. In the latter we find no merely external 
delineation of mythical history. The legends are used as out- 
lines to be filled in with living and eternally important details. 
The heroes are not interesting merely as heroes, but as the 
types and patterns of human nature, as representatives on a 
gigantic scale of that humanity which is common to all men 
in dl ages, and as subject to the destinies which control all 
human affairs. Mythology has thus become the text-book of 
life, interpreted by the philosophical consciousness. With the 
names of -^schylus, Sophocles, Ei^uipides, must be coupled 
that of Aristophanes. His Comedy is a peculiarly Athenian 
product — the strongest mixture of paradox and irony and broad 
buffoonery and splendid poetry, designed to serve a serious 
aim, the world has ever seen. Here the many-sided, flashing 
genius of the Ionian race. appears in all its subtlety, variety, 
suppleness, and strength. The fi-ee spirit of Athens runs riot 
and proclaims its liberty by license in the prodigious saturnalia 
of the wit of Aristophanes. 

It remains to be added that to this period belong the 
histories of Herodotus the Ionian and colonist firom Athens, 
and of Thucydides, the Athenian general ; the lyrics of Pindar 
the Theban, who was made the public guest of Athins ; the 
eloquence of Pericles, and the wit of Aspasia. This brief 
enumeration suffices to show that in the third period of Greek 
Literature was contained whatever is most splendid in the 
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achievements of the genius of the Greeks, and that all these 
triumphs converged and were centred upon Athens. 

The public events of this period are summed up in the 
struggle for supremacy between Athens and Sparta. The race 
which had shown itself capable of united action against the 
common foe, now develops within itself two antagonistic and 
mutually exclusive principles. The age of the despots is past 
The flowering-time of the colonies is over. The stone of 
Tantalus in Persia has been removed from Hellas. But it 
remains^ for Sparta and Athens to fight out the duel of Dorian 
against Ionian prejudices, of Oligarchy against Democracy. 
Both states have received their definite stamp, or permanent 
?doc — Sparta from semi-mythical Lycurgus; Athens from 
Solon, Cleisthenes, and Pericles. Their war is the warfare of 
the powers of the sea with the powers of the land, of Conserva- 
tives with Liberals, of the rigid principle of established order 
with the expansive spirit of intellectual and artistic freedom. 
What is called the Peloponnesian war — that internecine 
struggle of the Greeks — ^is the historical outcome of this deep- 
seated antagonism. And the greatest historical narrative in 
the world, that of Thucydides, is its record. To dwell upon 
the events of this war would be superfluous. Athens uniformly 
exhibits herself as a dazzlingly brilliant, impatient power, led 
astray by the desire of novelty, and the intoxicating sense of 
force in freedom. Sparta proceeds slowly, coldly, cautiously ; 
seciures her steps ; acts on the defensive ; spends no strength 
in vain ; is timid, tentative, and economical of eneigy ; but at 
the decisive moment she steps in and crushes her antagonist. 
Deluded by the wandering fire of the inspiration of Alcibiades, 
the Athenians venture to abandon the policy of Pericles and 
to contemplate the conquest of Syracuse. A dream of gigantic 
empire, in harmony with their expansive spirit, but inconsistent 
with the very conditions of vitality in a Greek state, floated 
before their imaginations. In attempting to execute it, they 
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over-reached themselves and fell a prey to Sparta. With the 
fall of Athens, faded the real beauty and grandeur of Greece. 
Athens had incarnated that ideal of loveliness and sublimit}'. 
During her days of prosperity she had expressed it in superb 
works of art and literature, and in the splendid life of a free 
people governed solely by their own intelligence. Sparta was 
strong to destroy this life, to extinguish this light of culture. 
But to do more she had no strength. Stiffened in her narrow 
rules of discipline, she was utterly unable to sustain the 
spiritual vitality of Hellas, or to cany its still vigorous energy ' 
into new spheres. It remained for aliens to accomplish this. 

Just before passing to the fourth period of comparative de- 
cline, let us halt a moment to contemplate the man who repre- 
sents this age of full maturity. Pericles, called half in derision 
by the comic poets the Zeus of Athens, called afterwards, with 
reverence, by Plutarch, the Olympian — Pericles expresses in 
himself the spirit of this age. He is the t3rpical Athenian, who 
governed Athens during the years in which Athens governed 
Greece, who 'formed the taste of the Athenians at the time 
when they were educating the world by the production of im- 
mortal works of beauty. We have seen that the conquest of the 
Persians was the triumph of the spirit, and that after the con- 
quest the spirit of Humanity found itself for the first time abso- 
lutely and consciously free in Athens. This spirit was, so to 
speak, incarnated in Pericles. Verbum caro factum est — ^the 
Word of the Greek genius was made flesh in him, and dwelt at 
Athens. In obedience to its dictates, he extended the political 
liberties of the Athenians to the utmost, while he controlled 
ies with the laws of his own reason. In obedience 
e spirit, he expended the treasures of the Ionian 
)n the public works, which formed the subsequent 
[ellas, and made her august even in humiliation, 
ys Plutarch, " which now is Greece's only evidence 
>wer she boasts of and her ancient wealth are no 
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romance or idle story, was his construction of the public and 
sacred buildings." It was, again, by the same inspiration that 
Pericles divined the true ideal of the Athenian commonwealth. 
In the Funeral Oration he says : " We love the beautiful, but 
without ostentation or extravagance ; we philosophize without 
being seduced into eflfcminacy : we are bold and daring ; but 
this energy in action does not prevent us from giving to ourselves 
a strict account of what we undertake. Among other nations, 
on the contrary, mardal courage has its foundation in deficiency 
of culture ; we know best how to distinguish between the 
agreeable and the irksome ; notwithstanding which we do not 
shrink from perils." In this panegyric of the national character, 
Pericles has rightly expressed the real spirit of Athens as dis- 
tinguished from Sparta. The courage and activity of the 
Athenians were the result of open-eyed wisdom, and not of 
mere gymnastic training. Athens knew that the arts of life 
and the pleasures of the intellect were superior to merely 
physical exercises, to drill, and to discipline. 

While fixing our thoughts upon Pericles as the exponent of 
the mature spirit of free Hellas, we owe some attention to his 
master, the great Anaxagoras,* who first made Reason play 
the chief part in the scheme of the universe. Of the relations 
of Anaxagoras to his pupil Pericles, this is what Plutarch tells 
us : " He that saw most of Pericles, and furnished him most 
especially with a weight and grandeur of sense, superior to all 
arts of popularity, and in general gave him his elevation and 
sublunity of purpose and of character, was Anaxagoras of 
Clazomense, whom the men of those times called by the name 
of Nous, that is, mind or intelligence ; whether in admiration 
of the great and extraordinary gift he displayed for the science 
of nature, or because he was the first of the philosophers who 
did not refer the first ordering of the world to fortune or chance, 
nor to necessity or compulsion, but to a pure, unadulterated 
intelligence, which in all other existing mixed and compound 



Digitized by 



Google 



26 THE GREEK POETS, 

things acts as a principle of discrimination, and of combination 
of like with like." Thus we may say, without mysticism, that 
at the very moment in history when the intelligence of Humanity 
attained to freedom, there arose a philosopher in Anaxagoras 
to proclaim the freedom and' absolute supremacy of intelligence 
in the universe ; and a ruler in Pericles to carry into action 
the laws of that intelligence, and to govern the most imcon- 
trollably free of nations by Reason. When Pericles died, 
Athens lost her Zeus, her head, her real king. She was left a 
prey to parties, to demagogues, to the cold encroaching policy 
of Sparta. But Pericles had lived long enough to secure the 
immortality of what was greatest in his city, to make of Athens 
in her beauty " a joy for ever." 

" If the army of Nicias had not been defeated under the 
walls of Syracuse ; if the Athenians had, acquiring Sicily, held 
the balance between Rome and Carthage, sent garrisons to the 
Greek colonies in the south of Italy, Rome might have been 
all that its intellectual condition entitled it to be, a tributary, 
not the conqueror, of Greece ; the Macedonian power would 
never have attained to the dictatorship of the civilized states of 
the world." Such is the exclamation of Shelley over the fall of 
Athens. But, according to the Greek proverb, to desire 
impossibilities — ^in the past as in the present — is a sickness of 
the soul No Greek state could have maintained its iJOoc 
while it ruled a foreign empire ; nor is the right to govern 
measured by merely intellectual capacity. The work of 
Greece was essentially spiritual and not political The chief 
sign of weakness which meets us in the fourth period is in the 
region of politics. After the humiliation of Athens, Sparta 
assumed the leadership of Greece. But she shamefully 
misused her power by betraying the Greek cities of Asia to the 
Persians, while her generals and harmosts made use of their 
authority for the indulgence of their private vices. Nothing in 
the previous training of the Spartan race fitted them for the 
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control of nations with whose more liberal institutions and 
refined manners they could not sympathize. Their tyranny 
proved insupportable, and was at last reduced to the dust by 
the Thebans under Felopidas and Epaminondas. But Thebes 
had neither the wealth nor the vigour to administer the govern- 
ment of Hellas. Therefore the Greek states fell into a chaos 
of discord, without leadership, without a generous spirit of 
mutual confidence and aid ; while at the same thne the power 
of the Macedonian kingdom was rapidly increasing under the 
control of Philip. An occasion offered itself to Philip for 
interfering in the Greek afiairs^ From that moment forward for 
ever the cities of Greece became the fiefs of foreign despots. 
The occasion in question was a great one. The Phocians had 
plundered the Delphian temple, and none of the Greeks were 
strong enough to punish them. The act of the Phocians 
was parricidal in its sacrilege, suicidal in short-sightedness. 
Desecrating the altar of the ancestral god, on whose oracles the 
states had hitherto depended for coimsel, and destroying, i^^dth 
the sanctity of Delphi, the sacred symbol of Greek national 
existence, they abandoned themselves to desecration and dis- 
honour. With as little impunity might a king of Judah have 
robbed the temple and invaded the Holiest of Holies. But 
neither Spartans, nor Athenians, nor yet Thebans arose to 
avenge the affront offered to their common nationality. The 
whole of Greece proper lay paralyzed, and the foreigner 
stepped in — Philip, whom in their pride they had hitherto 
called the Barbarian. He took up the cause of Phoebus and 
punished the children of the Delphian god for their impiety. 
It was clearly proved to the states of Hellas that their inde- 
pendence was at an end. They submitted. Greece became the 
passive spectator of the deeds of Macedonia. Hellas, who had 
been the hero, was now the chorus. It was Alexander of 
Macedon who played the part of Achilles in her future drama. 
One man vindicated the spirit of Greek fireedom against this 
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despotism. The genius of Athens, militant once more, but 
destined not to triumph, incarnates itself in Demosthenes. 
By dint of eloquence and weight of character he strives to 
stem the tide of dissolution. But it is in vain. His orations 
remain as the moniunents of a valiant but ineffectual resist- 
ance. The old intelligence of Athens shines, nay, fuhninates, 
in these tremendous periods ; but it is no longer intelligence 
combined with power. The sceptre of empire has passed from 
the hands of the Athenians. 

Still, though the states of Greece are humiliated, though we 
hear no more of lonians and Dorians, but only of Macedonians, 
yet the real force of the Greek race is by no means exhausted 
in this fourth period. On the contrary, their practical work 
in the world is just beginning. Under the guidance of 
Alexander, the Greek spirit conquers and attempts to civilize 
the East. The parallel between Alexander and Achilles, as 
before hinted, is more than accidental. Trained in the study 
of Homer as we are in the study of the Bible, he compared his 
destinies with those of the great hero, and formed himself 
upon the type of Pelides. At Troy he pays peculiar reverence 
to the tomb of Patroclus. He celebrates Hephsestion's death 
with Homeric games and pyres up-piled to heaven. He carries 
Homer with him on war-marches, and consults the Iliad on 
occasions of doubt. Alexander's purpose was to fight out to 
the end the fight begun by Achilles between West and East, 
and to avenge Greece for the injuries of Asia. But it was 
not a merely military conquest which he executed. Battles 
were the means to higher ends. Alexander sought to subject 
the world to the Greek spirit, to stamp the customs, the 
thoughts, the language, and the culture of the Greeks upon 
surrounding nations. Poets and philosophers accompanied his 
armies. In the deserts of Bactria and Syria and Libya he 
founded Greek cities. During the few years of his short life 
he not only swept those continents, but he efifaced the past and 
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inaugurated a new state of things throughout them ; so that, in 
subsequent years, when the Romans, themselves refined by 
contact with the Greeks, advanced to take possession of those 
territories, they found their work half done. The alchemizing 
touch of the Greek genius had transformed languages, cities, 
constitutions, customs, nay, religions also, to its own likeness. 
This foiuth period, a period of transition firom maturity to 
decay, is the period of Alexander. In it the Greek spirit, 
which had been gathering strength through so many generations, 
poured itself abroad over the world. What it lost in intensity 
and splendour, it gained in extension. It was impossible even 
for Greeks, while thus impressing their civilization on the whole 
earth, to go on increasing in the beauty of their life and art at 
home. 

Some of the greatest names in Art, Philosophy, and Lite- 
rature still belong to this fourth period. The chief of all is 
Aristotle, U maestro di color che sannOy the absorber of all 
previous and contemporary knowledge into one coherent 
system, the legislator for the human intellect through eighteen 
centuries after his death. It is worth observing that Aristotle, 
unlike Socrates and Plato, is not a citizen of Athens, but ot 
the small Thracian town Stageira. Thus, at the moment when 
philosophy lost its essentially Hellenic character and became 
cosmopolitan in Aristotle, the mantle devolved upon an alien. 
Again Aristotle was the tutor of Alexander. The two greatest 
men of the fourth period are thus brought into the closest 
relations. In piwe literature the most eminent productions of 
this period are the orations of iEschines, Demosthenes, 
Isocrates ; and the comedies of Menander. It is not a little 
significant that we should have retained no authentic fi'agment 
of the speeches of Pericles — except in so far as we may trust 
Thucydides,— while the studied Rhetoric of these politically 
far less important orators should have been so copiously 
preserved. The reign of mere talk was imminent Oratory 
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was coming to be studied as an art, and practised, not as a 
potent instrument in politics, but as an end in itself. Men 
were beginning to think more of how they spoke than of what 
they might achieve by speaking. Besides, the whole Athenian 
nation, as dikasts and as ecclesiasts, were interested in Rhetoric. 
The first masters of eloquence considered as a fine art, were 
therefore idolized. Demosthenes, .^Eschines, Isocrates, com- 
bined the fire of vehement partisans and impassioned politicians 
with the consummate skill of professional speech-makers* 
After their days Rhetoric in Greece became a matter of frigid 
display — an kybiVKT^ia ig ro irapd'xpififia^ In the comedies of 
Menander, as far as we may judge of them from fiagments* and 
critiques, and from their Latin copies, a very noticeable change 
in the spirit of literatiu-e is apparent. The so-called New 
Comedy, of which he was the representative, is the product of 
a meditative and inactive age. The great concerns of the 
world, and of human life seen in its profoundest depth, which 
formed the staple of Aristophanes, have been abandoned. 
We are brought close to domesticities : the events of common 
life occupy the stage of Menander. The audience of Aristo- 
phanes listened with avidity to cdmedies of which politics 
upon the grandest scale were the substance. Menander invited 
his Athenians to the intrigues of young men, slaves, and 
hetairai, at warfare with niggardly parents. Athens has ceased 
to he an pnipress. She has become a garrulous housewife. 
; herself with amusements, — still splendid with 
md dignified with wisdom, but not weighty with 
sness of power, nor throbbing with the pulses of 
at youthfiilness and vigour, 
ne Arts this fourth period was still inventive, 
mder painting, which had received its Hellenic 
m Polygnotus and Zeuxis, continued to flourish 
Indeed, it may be fairly said that while Art in 
eriod was confined to the perfecting of the human 



Digitized by 



Google 



THE PERIODS Oh GREEK LITERATURE. 31 

body, in the second period it produced Architecture, in the 
third Sculpture, and in the fourth Painting — ^this bemg ap- 
parently the natural order of progression in the evolution of 
the fine arts. .Of Greek Music, in the absence of all sure 
information, it is difficult to speak* Yet it is probable that 
(he age of Alexander witnessed a new and more complex 
development of orchestral musia We hear of vast symphonies 
performed at the Macedonian court Nor is this inconsistent 
with what we know about the history of Art : for Music attains 
independence, ceases to be the handmaid of Poetry or Dancing, 
only in an age of intellectual reflectiveness. When nations 
have expressed themselves in the more obvious and external 
arts, they seek through harmonies and melodies to give form 
to their emotions. 

The fifth, last, and longest period is one of Decline and 
Decay. But these words.must be used with qualification when 
we speak of a people like the Greeks. What is meant, is that 
the Greeks never recovered their national vigour or produced 
men so great as those whom we have hitherto been men- 
tioning. The Macedonian empire prepared the way for the 
Roman : Hellenic civilization put on the garb of servitude to 
kome and to Christianity. Henceforth we must not look 
to Greece proper for the more eminent achievements of the 
still surviving spirit of the Greeks. Greek culture in its 
decadence has become the heritage of the whole world. 
Syrians, Egyptians, Phrygians, Romans, carry on the tradition 
inherited from Athens. Hellas is less a nation now than an 
intellectual commonwealth, a society of culture holding 
various races in communion. The spiritual republic estab- 
lished thus by the Greek genius prepares the way for Christian 
brotherhood : the liberty of the children of the Muses leads 
onward to the freedom of the sons of God. 

In this period, the chief centres are first Alexandria and 
Athens, then Rome and Byzantium. The real successors of 
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Alexander were his generals. But the only dynasty founded 
by them which rises into eminence by its protection of the 
arts and literature was the Ptolemaic. At Alexandria, under 
the Ptolemies, libraries were formed and sciences were studied. 
Euclid the geometer, Aratus the astronomer, Ptolemy the cos- 
mographer, add lustre to the golden age of Alexandrian culture. 
Callimachus at the same time leads a tribe of learned poets 
and erudite men of letters. Dramas meant to be read, like 
Lycophron's Cassandra; epics composed in the study, like 
the Argonautica of ApoUonius Rhodius, form the diversion of 
the educated world. Meanwhile the whole genus of parasitic 
litterateurs begin to floiuish : grammarians, who settle and 
elucidate texts with infinite labour and some skill ; sophists 
and rhetoricians, whose purpose in life it id to adorn imaginary 
subjects and to defend problematical theses with .conceits of 
the fancy and ingenious subdeties of reasoning. A young 
man writing to his mistress, a dinner-seeker who has failed to 
get an invitation, Themistocles at the Persian court, celebrated 
statues, philosophical puzzles — everything that can be wordily 
elaborated, is grist for their mill. The art of writing without 
having anything palticular to say, the sister art of quarrying 
the thoughts of other people and setting them in elaborate 
prolixities of style, are brought to perfection. At the same 
rime, side by side with these literary moths and woodlice, are 
the more industrious ants, — ^the collectors of anecdotes, com- 
pilers of biographies, recorders of quotations, composers of 
all sorts of commonplace books, students of the paste-brush 
and scissors sort, to whom we owe much for the pre- 

>f scraps of otherwise lost treasures. Into such 

and frigid channels has the life of literature passed. 

s no longer an integral part of the national existence, 
of polite amusement. The genius of Hellas has 

itter to do than to potter about like a dilettante 

treasures. 
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The only true poets of this period are the Sicilian Idyllists. 
Over the waning day of Greek poetry Theocritus, Bion, and 
Moschus cast the sunset hues of their excessive beauty. 
Genuine and exquisite is their inspiration ; pure, sincere, and 
true is their execution. Yet we agree with Shelley, who 
compares their perfume to " the odour of the tuberose, which 
overcomes and sickens the spirit with excess of sweetness." 
In the same way the erotic epigrammatists, though many 
of them genuine poets, especially the exquisite Meleager 
of Gadara, in the very perfection of their peculiar quality of 
genius offer an unmistakable sign of decay. It is the fashion 
among a certain class of modem critics to rave about the art 
of Decadence, to praise the hectic hues of consumption and 
even the strange livors of corruption, more than the roses and 
the lilies of health. Let them peruse the epigrams of Meleager 
and of Straton. Of beauty in decay sufficient splendours may 
be found there. 

While Alexandria was thus carrying the poetic tradition 
of Hellas to its extremity in the Idyll and the Epigram — 
carving cherrystones after the sculptor's mallet had been laid 
aside, and was continuing the criticism which had been set 
on foot by Aristotle, Athens persisted in her function of 
educating Europe. She remained a sort of university, in 
which the doctrines of Plato and Aristotle were adequately 
developed, though not in the most comprehensive spirit, by 
a crowd of Peripatetic and Academic sages, and where the 
founders of the Epiciurean and Stoic schools gave a new 
direction to thought It was during the first vigour of the 
Epicurean and Stoic teaching that the spirit of Hellas came 
into contact with the spirit of Rome. Hence Lucretius, 
Cicero, the Satirists — ^whatever, in fact, Rome may boast 
of philosophy, retains the tincture of the ethics of her school- 
masters. Rome, as Virgil proudly said, was called to govern — 
not to write poems or carve statues — ^but to quell the proud 
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and spare the abject. Still she caught, to some extent, the 
aesthetic manners of her captive. Consequently, long after 
the complete political ascendancy of Rome was an established 
fact, and geographical Greece had become an insignificant 
province, the Hellenic spirit led the world. And some of 
its latest products are still dazzling in beauty, marvellous in 
ingenuity. Titanic in force. A few names selected from the 
list of Graeco-Roman authors will be more impressive than 
description. Plutarch of Chaeronea, in the first century, the 
author of the great biographies ; Lucian, the Syrian, in the 
second century, the master of irony and graceful dialogue and 
delicate description ; Epictetus, the Phrygian slave, in the 
second century, who taught the latest form of Stoicism to 
the Romans, and had for his successor Marcus Aurelius; 
Philostratus of Lemnos, the rhetorician and author of the life 
of ApoUonius ; Plotinus, Porphyrius, and Proclus, the re- 
vivers of Platonic philosophy under a new form of mysticism 
at Alexandria diuing the third and fourth centuries ; Longi- 
nus, the critic, who adorned Palmyra in the third centiuy; 
Heliodorus of Emesa, Achilles Tatius, Longus, Musaeus, the 
erotic novelists and poets of the foiuth and fifth centuries ;. 
these, not to mention the Christian fathers, are a few of the 
great men whom Greece produced in this last period. But 
now notice how miscellaneous in nationality and in pursuit 
they are. One only is a Greek of the old stock — Plutarch, the 
Boeotian. One is a slave firom Phrygia. Another is a Roman 
Emperor. A fourth is the native of the desert city of Tadmor. 
Two are Syrians. One is a Greek of the -^ean. Another \s 
an Egyptian. From this we may see how the genius of the 
Greeks had been spread abroad to embrace all lands. No 
fact better illustrates the complete leavening of the world 
by their spirit 

But considering that this fifdi period may be said to cover 
six centuries, from the death of Alexander to about 300 after 
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Christ, — for why should we continue our computation into the 
dreary regions of Byzantine duhiess? — it must be confessed 
that it is sterile in productiveness and inferior in tiie quality of 
its crop to any of the previous periods. Subtle and beautiful 
is the genius of Hellas still, because it is Greek ; strong and 
stem it is in part, because it has been grafted on the Roman 
character ; its fascinations and compulsions are powerful enough 
to bend the metaphysics of the Christian faith. Yet, after all, 
it is but a shadow of its own self. 

After the end of the fourth century the iconoclastic zeal and 
piety of the Christians put dn end practically to Greek art and 
literature. Christianity was at that time the superior force in 
the world ; and though Clement of Alexandria contended for 
an amicable treaty of peace between Greek culture and the 
new creed, though the two Gregories and Basil were, to use 
the words of Gibbon, " distinguished above all their contem- 
poraries by the rare union of profane eloquence and orthodox 
piety," though the Bishops of the Church were selected from 
the ranks of scholars trained by Libanius and other Greek 
Sophists, yet the spirit of Christianity proved fatal to the spirit 
of Greek art. Early in the fifth century the Christian rabble 
at Alexandria, under the inspiration of their ferocious despot 
Cyril, tore in pieces Hypatia, the last incarnation of the dying 
beauty of the Greeks. She had turned her eye backwards to 
Homer and to Plato, dreaming that haply even yet the gods of 
Hellas might assert their power and resume the government 
of the world, and that the wisdom of Athens might supplant 
the folly of Jerusalem. But it was a vain and idle dream. The 
genius of Greece was eflfete. Christianity was pregnant with 
the mediaeval and the modem world. In violence and blood- 
shed the Gospel triumphed. This rending in pieces of the 
past, this breaking down of temples and withering of illusions, 
was no doubt necessary. New wine cannot be poured into old 
bottles. No cycle succeeds another cycle in human affairs 
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without convulsions and revolutions that rouse the passions of 
humanity. It is thus that 

" God fulfils Himself in many ways, 
Lest one good custom should corrapt the world." 

Yet even in this last dire struggle of the spirit of Pagan art 
with the spirit of Christian faith, when Beauty had become an 
abomination in the eyes of the Holiest, on the ruins, as it were, 
of the desecrated fanes of Hellas, weeds lovely in their rank- 
ness flourished. While Cyrirs mobs were dismembering 
Hypatia, the erotic novelists wen^ on writing about Daphnis, 
and Musaeus sang the lamentable death of Leander. Nonnus 
was perfecting a new and more polished form of the hexameter. 
These were the last, the very swan's notes, of Greek poetry. 
In these faint and too melodious strains the Muse took final 
larewell of her beloved Hellas. And when, after the lapse of . 
1000 years, the world awoke upon the ruins of the past, these 
were among the first melodies which caught its ear. Our 
Marlowe in the i6th century translated Musaeus. The French 
Amyot translated Longus, and bequeathed to his nation a 
voluminous literature of pastorals founded upon the tale of 
Chloe. Tasso and Guarini, in Italy, caught the same strain ; 
so that the accents of the modem Renaissance were an echo 
of the last utterances of dying Greece. The golden age ot 
pastoral innocence, the belP etd ddP oro, of which the Alex- 
andrians had been dreaming in the midst of their effete and 
decaying civilization, fascinated the imagination of our imme- 
diate ancestors, when, three centuries ago, they found the Sun 
of Art and Beauty shining in the heavens, new worlds to con- 
quer, and indefinite expansions of the spirit to be realized. 
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CHAPTER 11. 

EMPEDOCLES. 

The Grandeur of his Fame. — His Versatility of Genius. — His Self-exaltation. 
— His Mysticism. — His supposed Miracles.— Legends about his Death. 
— His Political Action. — His Poems. — Estimation in which the 
Ancients held them. — ^Their Prophetic Fervour. — Belief in Metem- 
psychosis. — Purifying Rites. — Contempt for the Knowledge of the 
Senses.— Physical Theories.— The Poem on Nature.— The Four Ele- 
ments. — The Spluerus. — Love and Discord. — The Eclecticism of 
Empedocles. 

The figure of Empedocles of Agrigentum, when seen across 
the twenty-three centuries which separate us firom him, 
presents perhaps a more romantic appearance than that of 
any other Greek philosopher. This is owing in a great 
measure to the fables which invest his life and death with 
mystery, to his reputation for magical power, and to the wild 
sublimity of some of his poetic utterances. Yet, even in his 
lifetime, and among contemporary Greeks, he swept the stage 
of life like a great tragic actor, and left to posterity the fame 
of genius as a poet, a physician, a patriot, and a philosopher. 
The well-known verses of Lucretius are enough to prove that 
the glory of Empedocles increased with age, and bore the test 
of time. Reading them, we cannot but regret that poems 
which so stirred the reverent enthusiasm of Rome's greatest 
singer have been scattered to the winds, and that what we 
now possess of their remains affords but a poor sample of their 
imimpaired magnificence. 

Nothing is more remarkable about Empedocles than his 
versatility and comprehensiveness. Other men of his age 
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were as nobly bom, as great in philosophic power, as distin- 
guished for the part they bore in politics, as celebrated for 
poetic genius, as versed in mystic lore, in medicine, and in 
magic arts. But Parmenides, Pythagoras, Pausanias, and 
Epimenides could claim honour in but one, or two at most, of 
these departments. Empedocles united all, and that too, if we 
may judge by the temper of his genius and the few legends 
handed down to us about his life, in no ordinary degree. He 
seems to have possessed a warmth and richness of nature 
which inclined him to mysticism and poetry, and gave a 
tone of peculiar solemnity to everything he did, or thought, 
or said. At the same time, he was attracted by the acute- 
ness of his intellect to the metaphysical inquiries which 
were agitating the western colonies of Greece, while his rare 
powers of observation enabled him to make discoveries in 
the then almost unexplored region of natural science. The 
age in which he lived had not yet thrown off the form of 
poetry in philosophical composition. Even Parmenides had 
committed his austere theories to hexameter verse. There- 
fore, the sage of Agrigentum was easily led to concentrate 
his splendid powers on the production of one great work, 
and made himself a poet among philosophers, and a phi- 
losopher among poets, without thereby impairing his claims 
to rank highly both as a poet and also as a thinker among 
the most distinguished men of Greece. But Empedocles had 
not only deeply studied metaphysics, nature, and the arts of 
verse ; whatever was mysterious in the world around him, in 
the guesses of past ages, and in the forebodings of his own 
sessod a powerful attraction for the man who 
Imself inspired of God. Having embraced the 
ji theories, he maintained the fallen state of men, 
red his fellow-creatures to purge away the guilt by 
rhad been disinherited and exiled from the joys 
Thus he appeared before his countrymen not 
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only as a poet and philosopher, but also as a priest aod purifier. 
Bom of a wealthy and illustrious house, he did not expend his 
substance merely on horse-racing and chariots, by which means 
of display his ancestors had gained a princely fame in Sicily, 
but, not less proud than they had been, he shod himself with 
golden sandals, set the laurel crown upon his head, and, trailing 
robes of Tyrian purple through the streets of Agrigentum, went 
attended by a crowd of serving-men and reverent admirers. 
He claimed to be a favourite of Phoebus, and rose at length 
to the pretension of divinity. His own words show this, 
gravely spoken, with no vain assumption, but a certainty of 
honour well deserved : — 

''Friends who dwell in the great city hard by the yellow stream of 
AcragaSy who live on the Acropolis, intent on honourable cares, harboun 
revered of strangers, ignorant of what is vile ; welcome : but I appear 
before you an immortal god, having overpassed the limits of mortality, 
and walk with honour among all, as is my due, crowned with long fillets 
and luxuriant garlands. No sooner do I enter their proud prosperous 
cities than men and women pay me reverence, who follow me in thousands, 
asking the way to profit, some desiring oracles, and others racked by long 
and cruel torments, hanging on my lips to hear the spells that pacify disease 
of every kind." 

We can hardly wonder that some of the fellow-citizens of 
Empedocles were jealous of his pretensions, and regarded him 
with suspicious envy and dislike, when we read such lines of 
lofty self-exaltation. Indeed, it is difficult for men of the nine- 
teenth century to understand how a great and wise philosopher 
could lay claim to divine honours in his own lifetime. This 
arrogance we have been accustomed to associate with the 
names of a Caligula and a Claudius. Yet when we consider the 
circumstances in which Empedocles was placed, and the nature 
of his theories, our astonishment diminishes. The line of 
demarcation between this world and the supernatural was then 
but vague and undetermined. Popular theology abounded in 
legends of gods who had held familiar intercourse with men. 
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and of men who had been raised by prowess or wisdom to 
divinity. The pedigrees of all distinguished families ended in 
a god at no great distance. Nor was it then a mere figure of 
speech when bards and priests claimed special revelations from 
Apollo, or physicians styled themselves the children of Ascle- 
pius. Heaven lay around the first Greeks in their infancy of 
art and science ; it was long before the vision died away and 
faded into the sober daylight of Aristotelian philosophy. Thus 
when Empedocles proclaimed himself a god, he only stretched 
beyond the usual limit a most common pretension of all men 
learned in arts and sciences. His own speculations gave him 
further warrant for the assumption of the style of deity. For 
he held the belief that all living souls had once been demons 
or divine spirits, who had lost their heavenly birthright for 
some crime of impurity or violence, and yet were able to 
restore themselves to pristine splendour by the rigorous exer- 
cise of abstinence and expiatory rites. These rites he thought 
he had discovered : he had prayed and fasted ; he had held 
communion with Phoebus the purifier, and received the special 
favour of that god, by being made a master in the arts of song, 
and magic, and healing, and priestcraft. Was he not therefore 
justified in saying that he had won again his rights divine, and 
transformed himself into a god on earth ? His own words tell 
the history of his fall : — 

" Woe to me that I did not fall a prey to death before I took the cursed 
food within my lips ! . . . From what glory, from what immeasurable 
bliss, have I now sunk to roam with mortals on this earth ! " 

Again, he says — 

**For I have been in bygone times a youth, a maiden, and a flowering 
shrub, a bird, yea, and a fish that swims in silence the deep sea." 

From this degraded state the spirit gradually emerges. Of 
the noblest souls he says — 

*' Among beasts they become lions dwelling in caverns of the earth upon 
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the hills, and laurels among leafy trees, . . . and at last prophets, and 
bards, and physicians, and chiefs among the men of eartli, from 'whence 
they rise to be gods supreme in honour, . . . sitting at banquets with 
'immortal comrades, in their feasts unvisited by human cares, beyond the 
reach of fate and wearing age." 



Empedocles, by dint of pondering on nature, by long penance, 
by the illumination of his intellect and the coercion of his 
senses, had been raised before the natural term of life to that 
high honour, and been made the fellow of immortal gods. 
His language upon this topic is one of the points in which we 
can trace an indistinct resemblance between him and some of 
the Indian mystics. There is, however, no reason to suppose 
that Asiatic thought had any marked or direct influence on 
Greek philosophy. It is better to refer such similarities to 
the working of the same tendencies in the Greek and Hindu 
minds. 

To those who disbelieved his words he showed the mighty 
works which he had wrought. Empedocles, diu'ing his lifetime, 
was known to have achieved marvels, such as only supernatural 
powers could compass. More than common sagacity and in- 
genuity in the treatment of natural diseases, or in the removal 
of obstacles to national prosperity, were easily regarded by 
the simple people of those times as the evidence of divine 
authority. Empedocles had devised means for protecting the 
citizens of Agrigentum from the fury of destructive winds. 
What these means were, we do not know ; but he received in 
consequence the title of A:<i»\v(faKc^ac, or warder-off of winds. 
Again, he resuscitated, from the very jaws of death, a woman 
who lay senseless and unable to breathe, long after all 
physicians had despaired of curing her. This entitled him 
to be regarded as a master of the keys of life and death ; nor 
did he fail to attribute his own power to the virtue of super- 
natural spells. But the greatest of his achievements was the 
deliverance which he wrought for the people of Selinus from a 
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grievous pestilence. It seems that some exhalations from 
a marsh having caused this plague, Empedocles, at his own 
cost, cut a channel for two rivers through the fen, and purged 
away the fetid vapours. A short time after the cessation of 
the sickness, Empedocles, attired in tragic state, appeared 
before the Selinuntians at a banquet His tall and stately 
figure wore the priestly robe ; his brazen sandals rang upon 
the marble as he slowly moved with front benign and solemn 
eyes ; beneath the sacrificial chaplet flowed his long Phoebean 
locks, and in his hand he bore a branch of bay. The nobles 
of Selinus rose ; the banquet ceased ; all did him reverence, 
and hailed him as a god, deliverer of their city, friend of 
Phoebus, intercessor between angry Heaven and sufifering 
men. Coins were struck at Selinus to commemorate their 
liberation from the scourge. Two of them remain, on each 
of which Empedocles is represented standing by the side 
of Phoebus in his car. Phoebus is shooting with the bow 
of pestilence ; but Empedocles restrains his hand, and curbs 
the horses, which seem rushing fom'ard on the pathway of 
destruction. 

Closely connected with his claim to divinity was the position 
which Empedocles assumed as an enchanter. Gorgias, his 
pupil, asserts that he often saw him at the magic rites. Nor 
are we to suppose that this wizardry was a popular misinter- 
pretation of his real power as a physician and philosopher. It 
is far more probable that Empedocles himself believed in the 
potency of incantations, and delighted in the ceremonies and 
mysterious songs by which the dead M'ere recalled from Hades, 
and secrets of the other world wrung from unwilling fate. We 
can form to ourselves a picture of this stately and magnificent 
enchanter, convinced of his own supernatural ascendancy, and 
animated by the wild enthusiasm ot his ardent nature, alone 
among the mountains of Girgenti, or by the sea-shore, invoking 
the elemental deities to aid his incantations, and ascribing the 
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forebodings of his own poetic spirit to external inspiration or 
the voice of gods. In solitary meditations he had wrought out 
a theory of the world, and had conceived the notion of a 
spiritual God, one and unseen, pure intellect, an everlasting 
omnipresent power, to whom might be referred those natural 
remedies that stopped the plague, or cured the sick, or found 
new channels for the streams. The early Greek philosophers 
were fond of attributing to some "common wisdom'* of the 
world, some animating soul or universal intellect, the arts and 
intuitions to which they had themselves attained. Therefore, 
with this belief predominating in his mind, it is not strange that 
he should have trusted to the divine efficacy of his own spells, 
and have regarded the results of observation as a kind of 
supernatural wisdom. To his friend Pausanias the physician 
he makes these lofty promises, " Thou shalt learn every kind 
of medicines that avert diseases and the evils of old age. 
Thou too shalt curb the fury of untiring winds, and when 
it pleases thee thou shalt reverse thy charms and loose 
avenging storms. Thou shalt replace black rain-clouds with 
the timely drought that men desire, and when the summer's 
arid heat prevails, thou shalt refresh the trees with showers 
that rustle in the thirsty com. And thou shalt bring again 
from Hades the life of a departed man.*' Like the Pytha- 
goreans whom he followed, he seems to have employed the 
fascination of music in effecting cures : it is recorded of him 
that he once arrested the hand of a young man about to slay 
his father, by chanting to the lyre a solemn soul-subduing 
strain. The strong belief in himself which Empedocles pos- 
sessed, inspired him with immense personal influence, so that 
his looks, and words, and tones, went farther than the force 
of other men. He compelled them to follow and confide in 
him, like Orpheus, or like those lofty natures which in every 
age have had the power of leading and controlling others 
by innate supremacy. That Empedocles tried to exhibit this 
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ascendancy, and to heighten its eflfect by gorgeous raiment 
and profuse expenditure, by public ceremonies and myste- 
rious modes of life, we need not doubt. There was much 
of the spirit of Paracelsus in Empedocles, and vanity impaired 
the simple grandeur of his genius. In every age of the world's 
history there have been some such men — ^men in whom the 
highest intellectual gifts are blent with weakness inclining them 
to superstitious juggleries. Not content with their philosophi- 
cal pretensions, or with poetical renown, they seek a more 
mysterious fame, and mix the pure gold of their reason with 
the dross of idle fancy. Their very weakness adds a glow of 
colour, which we miss in the whiter light of more purely 
scientific intellects. They are men in whom two natures cross 
— the poet and the philosopher, the mountebank and the seer, 
the divine and the fortune-teller, the rigorous analyst and the 
retailer of old wives' tales. But none have equalled Empe- 
docles, in whose capacious idiosyncrasy the most opposite 
qualities found ample room for co-existence, who sincerely 
claimed the supernatural faculties which Paracelsus must have 
only half believed, and who lived at a time when poetry and 
fact were indistinguishably mingled, and when the world was 
still absorbed in dreams of a past golden age, and in rich 
foreshadowings of a boundless future. 

We are not, therefore, surprised to read the fantastic legends 
which involve his death in a mystery. Whatever ground of 
fact they may possess, they are wholly consistent with the 
picture we have formed to ourselves of the philosopher, and 
prove at least the superstition which had gathered round his 
name. One of these legends has served all ages as a moral 
of the futility of human designs, and the just reward of inordi- 
nate vanity. Every one who knows the name of Empedocles 
has heard that, having jumped into Etna in order to conceal 
the time and manner of his death, and thus to establish his 
divinity, fate frustrated his schemes by casting up his brazen 
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slippers on the criEiter's edge. According to another legend, 
which resembles that of the death of Romulus, of (Edipus, and 
other divinized heroes, Empedocles is related to have formed 
one of a party of eighty men who assembled to celebrate 
by sacrifice his restoration of the dying woman. After their 
banquet they retired to sleep. But Empedocles remained in 
his seat at table. When morning broke, Empedocles was 
nowhere to be found. In reply to the questions of his friends, 
some one asserted that he had heard a loud voice calling on 
Empedocles at midnight, and that, starting up, he saw a light 
from heaven and burning torches. Pausanias, who was pre- 
sent at the sacrificial feast, sent far and wide to inquire for his 
friend, wishing to test the truth of this report. But piety 
restrained his search, and he was secretly informed by heavenly 
messengers that Empedocles had won what he had sought, and 
that divine honours should be paid to him. This story rests 
on the authority of Heraclides Ponticus, who professed to 
have obtained it from Pausanias. The one legend we may 
regard as the comage of his foes, the other as a myth created 
by the superstitious admiration of his friends. 

We have hitherto regarded Empedocles more in his private 
and priestly character than as a citizen. Yet it was not to be 
expected that a man so nobly bom, and so remarkable for 
intellectual power, should play no public part in his. native 
state. A Greek could hardly avoid meddling with politics, 
even if he wished to do so, and Empedocles was not one to 
hide his genius in the comparative obscurity of private life. 
While he was still a young man, Theron, the wise tyrant of 
Agrigentum, died, and a powerful aristocracy endeavoured 
to enslave the state. Empedocles manfully resisted them, 
supporting the liberal cause with vehemence, and winning so 
much popular applause that he is even reported to have 
received and refused the offer of the kingly power. By these 
means he made himself many foes among the nobility of Agri- 
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gentum ; it is also probable that suspicion attached to him for 
trying to establish in his native city the Pythagorean common- 
wealth, which had been extirpated in South Italy. That he 
loved spiritual dommion we have seen; and this he might 
have hoped to acquire more easily by taking the intellectual 
lead among citizens of equal rights, than by throwing in his lot 
with the aristocratic party, or by exposing himself to the 
dangers and absorbing cares of a Greek tyrant At any rate, 
it is recorded that he impeached and procured the execution 
of the leaders of the aristocracy ; thus rescuing the liberty of 
his nation at the expense of his own seciuity. After a visit to 
Peloponnesus Empedocles returned to Agrigentum, but was 
soon obliged to quit his home again by the animosity of his 
political enemies. Where he spent the last years of his life, 
and died, remains uncertain. 

It remains to estimate the poetical and philosophical renown 
of Empedocles. That his genius was highly valued among the 
ancients appears manifest from the panegyric of Lucretius. 
Nor did he fail to exhibit the versatility of his powers in every 
branch of poetical composition. Diogenes Laertius affirms 
that forty-three tragedies bearing his name were known to 
Hieronymus, from whom he drew materials for the life 
of Empedocles. Whether these tragedies were really written 
by the philosopher, or by another Sicilian of the same 
name, admits of doubt. But there is no reason why 
an author, possessed of such varied and distinguished 
talents as Empedocles, should not have tried this species 
of composition. Xenophanes is said to have composed 
tragedies ; and Plato's youthful efforts would, we fondly ima- 
gine, have afforded the world fresh proofs of his commanding 
genius, had they escaped the flames to which they were con- 
demned by his maturer judgment. No fragments of the 
tragedies of Empedocles survive ; they probably belonged to 
the class of semi-dithyrambic compositions, which prevailed at 
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Athens before the days of .^chylus, and which continued to 
be cultivated in Sicily. Some of the lyrical plays of the Italians 
— such, for instance, as the Orfeo of Poliziano — ^may enable 
us to form an idea of these simple dramas. After the tragedies, 
Diogenes makes mention of political poems. These may be re- 
ferred to the period of the early manhood of Einpedocles, when 
he was engaged in combat with the domineering aristocracy, 
and when he might have sought to spread his liberal principles 
through the medium of gnomic elegies, like those of Solon or 
Theognis. The fragments of the Kadapfioi sufficiently display 
his style of earnest and imperious exhortation to make us be- 
lieve that at a time of political contention he would not spare 
this powerful instrument of persuasion and attack. In the 
next place, we hear of an epic poem on the invasion of Greece 
by Xerxes, which Empedocles is said to have left imfinished, 
and which his sister or his daughter burned with other papers 
at his death. The great defeat of the Medes took place while 
Empedocles was still a youth. All Hellas had himg with breath- 
less expectation on the event of Marathon and Salamis. The 
fall of Xerxes brought freedom and relief from terrible anxiety, 
not only to the towns of Attica and the Peloponnesus, but also 
the shores of Sicily and Italy. It is not, therefore, unlikely that 
the triumph which excited Simonides and iEschylus to the 
production of masterpieces, may have stirred the spirit of the 
youthful patriot of Agrigentum. Another composition of Empe- 
docles, which perished under his sister's hands, was a Proemium 
to Apollo. The loss of this poem is deeply to be regretted. 
Empedocles regarded himself as specially protected by the god 
of song and medicine and prophetic insight. His genius would 
therefore naturally take its highest flight in singing praises 
to' this mighty patron. The hymn to Zeus, which has been 
ascribed to Cleanthes, and some of the pseudo-Orphic declama- 
tions, may give us an idea of the gravity and enthusiasm which 
Empedocles would have displayed in treating so stirring a 
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theme. Of his remaining works we possess fragments. The 
great poem on Nature, the Lustral Precepts, and the Discourse on 
Medicine, were all celebrated among the ancients. Fortunately, 
the inductions to the first and second of these have been pre- 
served, and some lines addressed to Pausanias may be regarded 
as forming the commencement of the third. It is from these 
fragments, amounting in all to about 470 lines, that we must 
form our judgment of Empedocles, the poet and the sage. 

That Empedocles was a poet of the didactic order is clear 
from the nature of his subjects. Even as early as the time ot 
Aristotle, critics disputed as to whether poems written for the 
purpose of scientific instruction deserved the name of poetry. 
In the Poetics, Aristotle says, — ovUv It icoivov kariv ^Ofifjpf Kal 
*Efxir£^K\€i xXilv TO fiirpoy* Bio rov juv woirjrflv BUaioy KoXtlyf rov 
Be <l>vei6\oyov fxaXXov y woivf^v. The title ^vtf'c^Xoyoc was of 
course generic, and might have been claimed by Heraclitus, on 
the strength of his prose writings, no less than by Empedocles. 
Lucretius, in the exordium to his poem, argues for the utility 
of disguising scientific precepts under the more attractive form 
of art ; we sweeten the lips of the vessel that contains bitter 
medicine, in order to induce the child to take ft readily. And 
not only had Empedocles this reason in his favour for the use 
of verse, but also, at the age in which he lived, it was still a 
novelty to write prQse at all ; nor would it have been consistent 
with his theories of inspiration, and with the mysticism he pro- 
fessed, to abandon the poetic form of utterance. He there- 
fore thought and wrote hexameters as naturally as the scientific 
men of the present day think and write their sentences and 
paragraphs, imtil the discourse is formed into a perfect whole. 
Allowing, then, for the subject of his poem, Empedocles was 
regarded by antiquity as first among the Greek didactic singers, 
though he competed with Parmenides for this distinction, and 
was placed upon a level with Lucretius. Lactantius mentions 
them both together, in his definition of this kind of poetry. 
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And Aristotle, in another treatise, now lost, but quoted by 
Diogenes, praises the artistic genius of the philosopher in these 
words : Kai 'Ofxripiicoi 6 *£/i7re^oi:\^c fc'«* ^cii^oc ircpt rrfy <^patnv 
yiyovt fxeratpopiKog re Ctv koL roic ^Xocc wept r^v TcoiririK^v iiri- 
Ttvyfiatrt 'xpCtfAtvoQ. The epithet 'O/ii/pcicoc is very just; for not 
only is it clear that Empedocles had studied the poems of 
Homer with care, and had imbibed their phraseology, but he 
also possessed a genius akin to that of Homer in love of 
simplicity, in fidelity to nature, in unimpeded onward flow of 
energetic verse. 

The simile of the girl playing with a water-clock, by which 
Empedocles illustrates his theory of respiration, and that of the 
lantern, which serves to explain his notion of the structure of 
the eye, are both of them Homeric in their unadorned simplicity 
and vigour. Again, such epithets as these, iroXvo//iorov for the 
liver, W&ttpa for the moon, d(v/3eX^c for the sun, TroKvtrrif^avoQ for 
majesty, BefxepCiTnc for harmony, and the constant repetition of 
Oeot do\i\aitaveQ Tifxfjfri f^ipunoiy have the true Homeric ring. 
Like Homer, he often chooses an epithet specific of the object 
which he wishes to describe, but not especially suited to the 
matter of his argument Thus iroXvirXovrwv yvva/jcaiv occurs 
when there is no particular reason to fix the mind upon the 
tearfubiess of women. But the poetic value of the passage is 
increased by the mind being thus carried away from the logical 
order of ideas to a generality on which it can repose. At 
other times, when this is necessary, the epithets are as accu- 
rately descriptive as those of a botanist or zoologist : kv Ktiyxaiai 
BaXatrtroyo^otc fiapvywroic .... XcOoppiVwv r£ x^Xwrwv, for ex- 
ample. Again, Empedocles gives loose to his imagination by 
creating bold metaphors ; he calls the flesh aapKUfy x*r«>'> and 
birds TTTcpofiafwyaQ icvfji(iaQ. Referring to his four elements, he 
thus personifies their attributes : " Fiery Zeus, and Herfe, source 
of vital breath, and Aidoneus, and Nestis, with her tears." At 
another time he speaks of " earth, and ocean with his countless 
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waves, and liquid air, the sun-god and ether girdling round the 
universe in its embrace." 

The passage, too, in which he describes the misery of earth 
rises to a sublime height It may well have served as the 
original of Virgil's celebrated lines in the sixth -^neid : — 

" I lifted up my voice, I wept and wailed, when I beheld the un£aimiliar 
shore. • A hideous shore, on which dwell murder, envy, and the troop of 
baleful destinies, wasting corruption, and disease. Through Ate's meadow 
they go wandering up and down in gloom. There was the queen of dark- 
ness, and Heliope with her far-searching eyes, and bloody strife, and 
mild-eyed peace, beauty and ugliness, swiftness and sloth, and lovely truth, 
and insincerity with darkling brows. Birth too and death, slumber and 
wakefulness, motion and immobilityn crowned majesty and squalid filth, 
discordant clamour and the voice of gods." 

We can understand by these passages how Empedocles not 
only was compared with Homer by Aristotle, but also with 
Thucydides and ^schylus by Dionysius of Halicamassus, who 
speaks of his " austere harmony" {ahtrTtipav apfioyiay). The 
conciseness of his argumentative passages, the breadth of his 
treatment, and the dryness of his colouring, to quote the terms 
of painting, resemble the style of Thucydides, while his bold 
figures and gloomy grandeur are like those of -^schylus. Plu- 
tarch, in the treatise on the genius of Socrates, speaks of the 
style of Empedocles at large, both as regards his poems and 
his theories, as fiaXa /3c/3cu:x£v/icvi7. This seems a contradic- 
tion to the "austere harmony" of Dionysius. But there are 
passages which justify the title. This exordium, for instance, 
savours of prophetic fury : — 

** It stands decreed by fate, an ancient ordinance of the immortal gods, 
established from everlasting, ratified by ample oaths, that, when a spirit of 
that race, which has inherited the length of years divine, sinfully stains his 
limbs with blood, he must go forth to wander thrice ten thousand years 
from heaven, passing from birth to birth through every form of mortal 
mutability, changing the toilson^e paths of life without repose, even as 
I now roam, exUed from God, an outcast on this world, the bondman of 
insensate strife. 

"Alas, ill-fated race of mortals, thrice accursed! from what dire 



Digitized by 



Google 



EMPEDOCLES. 51 

-struggles and what groans haye ye been bom ! The air in its angbr drives 
them to sea, and ocean spues them forth upon the solid land, earth tosses 
them into the flames of the untiring sun, he flings them back again into 
the whirlwinds of the air ; from one to the other are they cast, and all 
abhor them." 

And the following adjuration has a frantic energy, to modem 
readers almost laughable but for its indubitable gravity, — 

" Wretches, thrice wretches, keep your hands from beans !" 
or, again, with reference to the abomination of animal food : — 

'* The father drags along his dear son changed in form, and slays him, 
pouring prayers upon his head. But the son goes b^ging mercy from his 
maniac sire. The father heeds him not, but goads him on, and, having 
slaughtered him, prepares a cursed meal. In like manner sons take their 
fathers, and children their mothers, and tearing out the life devour the 
kindred flesh. Will ye not put an end to this accursed slaughter ? Will 
ye not see that ye consume each other in blind ignorance of soul ? '' 

It is not strange that the poems of Empedocles were pilfered 
hy oracle-mongers in after-ages. 

But besides these passages, there are some of a milder beauty 
•which deserve high praise for their admirable power of suggest- 
ing the picture which the poet wishes to convey. The follow- 
ing lines describe the golden age of old, to which Empedocles 
looked back with melancholy longing : — 

" There every animal was tame and familiar with men, both beasts and 
birds, and mutual love prevailed. Trees flourished with perpetual leaves 
and fruits, and ample crops adorned their boughs through all the year. 
Nor had these happy people any Ares or mad Uproar for their god ; nor 
was their monarch Zeus, or Cronos, or Poseidon, but Queen Cypris. Her 
iavour they besought with pious symbols and with images, and fragrant 
essences, and censers of pure mjrrrh, and frankincense, and with brown 
honey poured upon the ground. The altars did not reek with bullocks* 
^ore.*' 

It may sound ridiculous to say so, yet Empedocles resembles 
Shelley in the quality of his imagination and in many of his 
utterances. The lines just quoted, the belief in a beneficent 
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universal soul of natiure, the hatred of animal food, the love of 
all things moving or growing on the face of earth, the sense of 
ancient misery and present evil, are all, allowing for the differ- 
ence of centuries, and race, and education, points by which 
the Greek and the English poets meet in a community ot 
nature. Two more passages illustrative of the poetical genius 
of Empedocles may be quoted. In the first he describes the 
nature of God, invisible and omnipresent. In the second he 
asserts the existence of a imiversal law. They both are re- 
markable for simplicity and force, and elevatien of style : — 

" Blessed is the man who hath obtained the riches of the wisdom of God ; 
wretched is he who hath a false opinion about things divine. 

** He (God) may not be approached, nor can we reach him with our eyes, 
or touch him with our hands. No human head is placed upon his limbs, 
nor branching arms ; he has no feet to carry him apace, nor other parts of 
man : but he is all pure mind, holy, and infinite, darting with swift thought 
through the universe from end to end." 

"This law binds all alike, and none are free from it : the common 
ordinance which all obey prevails through the vast spaces of wide-ruling 
air and the illimitable fields of light in endless continuity." 

The quotations which have served to illustrate the poetical 
genius of Empedocles have also exhibited one aspect of his 
philosophy — that in which he was connected with the Pytha- 
goreans. It is quite consistent with the whole temper of his 
intellect that he should have been attracted to the semi-Oriental 
mysticism which then was widely spread through Grecian Italy 
and Sicily. After the dissolution of the monastic common- 
wealth which Pythagoras had founded, it is probable that 
refugees imbued with his social and political theories scattered 
themselves over the adjacent cities, and from some of these 
men Empedocles may have imbibed in early youth the dream- 
like doctrines of an antenatal hfe, of future immortality, 
of past transgression and the need of expiation, of absti- 
nence, and of the bond of fellowship which bound man to 
his kindred sufferers upon the earth. It is even asserted in 



Digitized by 



Google 



EMPEDOCLES. S3 

one l^end that the philosopher of Agrigentum belonged to 
the Pythagorean Society, and was expelled from it for having 
been the first to divulge its secrets. In later life these theories 
were developed by Empedocles after his own fashion, and 
received a peculiar glow of poetic colouring from his genius. 
There is no need to suppose that he visited the East and 
learned the secrets of Gymnosophists. A few Pythagorean 
seeds sown in his fruitful soil sprang up and bore a hundred- 
fold. Referring to the exordium of his poem on Nature, and 
to the lines in which he describes the unapproachable Deity, 
we find that Empedocles believed in a pristine state of happi- 
ness, in which the " Daemons," or "gods, long of life, supreme 
in honour," dwelt together, enjoying a society of bliss. Yet 
this state was not perfect, for some of these immortals stained 
their hands with blood, and some spoke perjury, and so sin 
entered in and tainted heaven. After such offence the erring 
spirit, by the fateful, irrevocable, and perennial law of the 
divine commonwealth, had to relinquish his heavenly throne 
and wander "thirty thousand seasons" from his comrades. 
In this period of exile he passed through all the changes of 
metempsychosis. According to the rigorous and gloomy con- 
ception of Empedocles, this change was caused by the hatred 
of the elements ; earth, air, fire, and water refusing to retain 
the criminal, and tossing him about from one to the other 
without intermission. Thus, he might be a plant, a bird, a 
fish, a beast, or a human being in succession. But the trans- 
migration did not depend upon mere chance. If the tortured 
spirit, environed, as he was, by the conflicting shapes and con- 
tradictory principles and baleful destinies which crowded earth 
— " the over- vaulted cave," the " gloomy meadow of discord," 
as Empedocles in his despair described our globe — could yet 
discover some faint glimmering of the truth, seize and hold 
fast some portion of the heavenly clue, then he might hope 
to reascend to bliss. Instead of abiding among birds, and 
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unclean beasts, and common plants, his soul passed into the 
bodies of noble lions, and mystic bay-trees, or became a bard^ 
a prophet, a ruler among men, and lastly rose again to the 
enjojnnent of undying bliss. Throughout these wanderings 
death was impossible. Empedocles laughed at the notion of 
birth and death ; he seems to have believed in a fixed nimiber 
of immortal souls, capable of any transformation, but incapable 
of perishing. Therefore, when his spirits, falling earthward,, 
howled at the doleful aspect of the hideous land, the very 
poignancy of their grief consisted in that bitter thought 
of Dante's, "questi non hanno speranza di morte" — in that 
thought which makes the Buddhist welcome annihilation. It has 
been aheady hinted, that although the soul by its forced exile 
lost not only happiness but also knowledge, yet the one might 
be in part retrieved, and the other toilsomely built up again in 
some degree by patient observation, prayer, and magic rites. 
On this point hinges the philosophy of Empedocles. It is 
here that his mysticism and his science are united into one 
system. In like manner, Plato's philosophy rests upon the 
doctrine of Anamnesis, and is connected with the vision of a 
past beatitude, the tradition of a miserable fall, and the prospect 
of a possible restoration. Empedocles, like Parmenides and 
Xenophanes in their disquisitions on the eternal Being, like 
Plato in his references to the Supreme Idea, seems to have 
imagined that the final Essence of the imiverse was unapproach- 
able, and to have drawn a broad distinction between the rational 
and sensual orders, between the world as cognizable by pure 
intellect, and the world as known through the medium of 
human sense. The lines of Empedocles upon God, which 
have been already quoted, are similar to those of Xenophanes : 
both philosophers assert the existence of an unknown Deity 
pavilioned in dense inscrutability, yet not the less to be re- 
garded as supreme and omnipresent and omnipotent — as God 
of gods, as life of life. How to connect this intuition with the 
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physical speculations of Empedocles is difficult. The best way 
seems to be to refrain from identifying his eloquent description 
of the unknown God with the Sphaerus of his scientific theories, 
and to believe that-he regarded the same universe from different 
X)oints of view at different times, as if in moments of high ex- 
altation he obtained a glimpse of the illimitable Being by a 
process of ecstatic illumination, while in more ordinary hours 
of meditation his imderstanding and his senses helped him to 
obtain a knowledge of the actual phenomena of this terrestrial 
globe. His own language confirms this view of the case : — 

" Weak and narrow," he says, "are the powers implanted in the limbs 
of men ; many the woes that fall on them and blunt the edge of thought ; 
short is the measure of the life in death through which they toil; then are 
they borne away, like smoke they vanish into air, and what they dream 
they know is but the little each hath stumbled on in wandering about the 
world ; yet boast they all that they have learned the whole — ^vain fools ! for 
what that is no eye hath seen, no ear hath heard, nor can it be conceived 
by mind of man. Thou, then, since thou hast fallen to this place, shalt 
know no more than human wisdom may attain. 

'* But, O ye gods, avert the madness of those babblers from my tongue, 
and cause the stream of holy words to issue from my hallowed lips. And 
thou, great Muse of Memory, maiden with the milk-white arms, I pray to 
thee to teach me things that creatures of a day may hear. Come from the 
House of Holiness, and bring to me her harnessed car.'* 

Here we see plainly set forth the impossibility of mortal, 
faUen intellects -attaining to a perfect knowledge of the Uni- 
verse, the impiety of seeking such knowledge, or pretending to 
have found it \ and, at the same time, the limitations under 
which true science remains within the reach of human beings. 
How this science may be reached, he tells us in some memo- 
rable lines, probably supposed to issue from the lips of the 
Muse whom he invokes: — "But come, search diligently, and 
discover what is clear in every realm of sense, . . . check the 
conviction of thy senses, and judge by reason what is evident . 
in every case." 

Thus the senses, although feeble and erring guides, are, after 
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all, the gates to knowledge ; and their reports, when tested by 
the light of reason, form the data for human speculation. The 
senses, resident in the limbs, are composed in certain propor- 
tion of the four elements, which also constitute the earth. 
Therefore, between the frame of man and the world outside 
him, there is a community of substance, whereby he is enabled 
to know. "Ofwta ofwioiQ yiyvbXTKtrat is the foundation of our phi- 
losopher's theory of knowledge. The rational soul, being that 
immortal part of man whereon depends his personal identity, 
whether he take the shape of plant or animal, receives and 
judges the results of sensation. This theory, it will be ob- 
served, has a kind of general similarity to that of Parmenides. 
Empedocles draws a marked difference between the province 
of the senses and of the reason, and inveighs against the im- 
potence of the former. Again, he speaks of the real being of 
the world as pure and perfect intellect ; and at the same time 
elaborately describes the universe as it appears to human 
sense and imderstanding. But here the likeness ends. Par- 
menides has no mysticism, aitd indulges in no theology. He 
believes in the actual truth of his rational ontology, and sneers 
at the senses. " Thy fate it is,** he says, " all mysteries to 
learn, both the unswerving mind of truth that ^vins a sure 
assent, and the vain thoughts of men, in which no certainty 
abides. But, baseless as they are, these also shall thou learn ; 
since thou must traverse every field of knowledge, and discern 
the fabric of the dreams of men." His ontology is just as 
elaborate as his physics, and he evidently considers its barren 
propositions of more value than any observations on astronomy 
or physiology. Empedocles, on the other hand, quite despaired 
of ontology, and gave all his mind to explanations of the phy- 
sical universe — how it came to be, and what laws governed its 
• alternations, — ^believing all along that there was a higher region 
of pure intellect beyond the reach of his degraded soul. " Here 
we see in a glass darkly, but then face to face." In this respect 
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he resembled Xenophanes more than Parmenides. Xeno- 
phanes had said, " No man hath been, nor will ever be, who 
knows for certain all about the gods, and ever3rthing of which 
I speak ', for should one publish the most sure and settled 
truth, yet even he cannot be said to know; opinion is supreme 
in all things.'* Empedocles belonged more to the age behind 
him than to that which followed ; and his extensive knowledge 
of nature was a part of his artistic rather than his scientific 
temperament. 

Yet, allowing for the march ,of human progress during 
twenty-three centuries, we are bound to hold much the same 
language as Empedocles regarding the limitations of know- 
ledge. We have, indeed, infinitely extended our observation 
of phenomena; we have gained fuller conceptions of the 
Deity and of the destinies of man. But the plummet which 
he threw into the bottomless abyss of science has yet found 
no bottom, and the circle which it made by striking on the 
surface of the illimitable ocean has grown and grown, but 
yet has touched no shore on any side. Like him, we still 
speak of an unapproachable God, utterly beyond the reach 
of human sense and intellect ; like him, we still content our- 
selves with receiving the reports of our senses, comparing and 
combining them by means of our understanding, and thus 
obtaining some conception of the universe in which we live. 
If we reject the light of Christianity, the guesses which we 
form about a future world are less vague than those of 
Empedocles, but founded on no surer scientific basis ; the 
God we worship still remains enveloped in S3nnbols ; we still 
ascribe to him, if not a human form, at least the reason, 
partialities, and passions of mankind. Indeed, in this respect, 
the sage of Agrigentum stood unconsciously upon the platform 
which only our profoundest thinkers have attained. He felt 
the awe of the Unseen — ^he believed in the infinite Being, — 
but he refused to dogmatize about His attributes, confining his 
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own reason to the phenomenal universe which he strove in 
every way to understand, and to employ for the good of his 
race. Empedocles was greater than most of his contemporaries, 
for he neither believed it possible to explain the whole mystery 
of the world, nor did he yet reject the notion of there being a 
profound mystery. He steered clear between the Parmenides 
and Democritus of his own day — between the Spinoza and the 
materialist of modem speculation. Herein the union of phi- 
losophy and poetry, of thought and feeling, in his nature, gave 
the tone to all his theories.. We must not, however, in our 
praise forget that all these problems appeared in a far more 
simple form to the Greeks of that age than to ourselves, and 
were therefore more hastily and lightly answered. Between 
the ontology of Parmenides and of Hegel what a step there is ! 
What meagre associations gather round the one ; what many- 
sided knowledge gives substance to the odier ! 

Remembering, therefore, in what light Empedocles regarded 
his own speculations, we may proceed to discuss them more in 
detail. We shall find that he deserved a large portion of that 
praise which Bacon rather whimsically lavished on the pre- 
Socratic philosophers, to the disadvantage of the mightier 
names of Plato and Aristotle. 

The poem on Nature is addressed to Pausanias the physician, 
who was a son of Anchitus of Agrigentum, and a special fiiend 
of Empedocles. To Pausanias, the philosopher begins his in- 
struction with these words : — " First learn what are the four 
chief roots of everything that is : fiery Z^us, and Herfe, source 
of vital breath, and Aidoneus, and Nestis with her tears, who 
is the fount of moisture in the world." Thus Empedocles, 
after the fashion of the Pythagoreans, allegorized his four 
elements. In other passages he calls them "fire, water, 
earth, and air's immeasurable height ;" or " earth, and ocean 
with his countless waves, and liquid air, the sun-god, and ether 
girdling the universe in its embrace ;" or again, " Hephaestus, 
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rain, and radiant ether;" or lastly, "light, earth, heaven, and 
ocean." It will be seen that he designated his elements some- 
times by mythological titles, sometimes by abstract terms, and 
sometimes by selecting one or other natural object — such as 
the sun, the air, the ocean — in which they were most manifest 
It is well known that Empedocles was the first philosopher 
to adopt the four elements, which, smce his day, continued 
to rule supreme over natural science, until modem analysis 
revealed far simpler and broader bases. Other speculators 
of the Ionian sect had maintained each of these four ele- 
ments, — Thales the water, Anaxinienes the air, Heraclitus the 
fire, and perhaps (but this rests on no sure evidence), Phere- 
cydes the earth. Xenophanes had said : — " Of earth and 
water are all things that come into existence." Parmenides 
had spoken of dark and light, thick and subtle, substances. 
Each of these fundamental principles is probably to be re- 
garded not as pure fire, or pure water, or pure air, but as an 
universal element differing in rarity, and typified according 
to the analogical necessities of language, by means of some 
familiar object The four elements of Empedocles appear 
to have been suggested to him, partly by his familiarity with 
contemporary speculation, and partly by his observation of 
Nature. They held their ground so long in scientific theory, 
because they answered so exactly to a superficial view of the 
world. Earth with everything of a solid quality, water in- 
cluding every kind of fluid, fire that bums or emits light, air 
that can be breathed, appear to constitute an exhaustive 
division of the universe. Of the eternity of these four primal 
substances, according to the Empedoclean theory, there is no 
doubt The philosopher frequently reiterates his belief in the 
impossibility of an absolute beginning or ending, though he 
acquiesces in the popular use of these terms to express the 
scientific conceptions of dissolution and recombination. 
These elements, then, were the material part of the world 
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according to Empedocles. But inherent in them, as a tendency 
is inherent in an organism, and yet separable in thought from 
them as the soul is separable from the body, were two con- 
flicting principles of equal power, love and discord. Love and 
discord by their operation wrought infinite changes in the 
universe : for it was the purpose of love to bind the elements 
together into a compact, smooth, motionless globe ; and of dis- 
cord to separate them one from another, and keep them 
distinct in a state of mutual hostility. When, therefore, either 
love or discord got the upper hand, the phenomenal universe 
could not be said to exist, but in the intermediate state was a 
perpetual order of growth and decay, composition and dissolu- 
tion, whereby the world, as we behold it, came into exist- 
ence. This intermediate state, das Werdmde, to yiyvofiivov rai 
^voWvfityoyy was i^vcriQ^ or Nature : the conflicting energies of 
love and discord formed the pulses of its mighty heart, the 
systole and diastole of its being, the one power tending to life, 
the other power to death, the one pushing all the elements for- 
ward to a perfect unity of composition, the other rending them 
apart To the imiverse when governed by love in supremacy 
Empedocles gave the name of <r^Tpoc, which he also called a 
god. This (T^Tpoc answered to the Eleatic t^, while the dis- 
jointed elements subservient to the force of strife corresponded 
to the Eleatic iroXXa. Thus the old Greek antagonism of Good 
and Evil, One and Many, Love and Hatred, Being and Not- 
being, were interpreted by Empedocles. He looked on all 
that is, das JVerdmd^, as transitory between two opposite and 
contradictory existences. 

Again, according to his system, the alternate reigns of love 
and discord succeeded one another at fixed intervals of time ; 
so that, from one point of view, the world was ceaselessly 
shifting, and from another point of view, was governed by eter- 
nal and unalterable Law. Thus he reconciled the Heraclitean 
flux and the Parmenidean immobility by a middle term. Each 
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of the elements possessed a separate province, had separate 
functions, and was capable of standing by itsel£ To fire it 
would seem that the philosopher assigned a more active influ- 
ence than to any of the other elements ; so that a kind of 
dualism may be recognized in his Universe between this ruling 
principle and the more passive ingredients of air, earth, and 
water. The influence of love and harmony kept them joined 
and interpenetrated, and so mingled as to bring the diflerent 
objects which we see around us into being. Empedodes 
professed to imderstand the proportions of these mixtures, 
and measured them by Pjrthagorean rules of arithmetic. Thus 
everything subsists by means of transformation and mixture ; 
absolute beginning and ending are impossible. 

Such, briefly stated, is the theory of Empedocles. The fol- 
lowing passage may be quoted to show how the phenomenal 
Universe comes into being under the influence of love : — 

** When strife has reached the very bottom of the seething mass, and 
love assumes her station in the centre of the ball, then everything begins to 
come together, and to form one whole — not instantaneously, but different 
substances come forth, according to a steady process of development 
Now, when these elements are mingling, countless kinds of things issue 
from their union. Much, however, remains unmixed, in opposition to the 
mingling elements, and these malignant strife still holds within his grasp. 
For he has not yet withdrawn himself altogether to the extremities of the 
globe ; but part of his limbs still remain within its bounds, and part have 
passed beyond. As strife, however, step by step, retreats, mild and 
innocent love pursues him with her force divine ; things which had been 
immortal instantly assume mortality ; the simple elements become confused 
by interchange of influence. When these are mingled, then the countless 
kinds of mortal beings issue forth, furnished with every sort of form, — a 
sight of wonder." 

In another passage this development is compared to the 
operation of a painter mixing his colours, and forming with 
them a picture of various objects. Discord is said to have 
made the elements immortal, because he kept them apart, and 
would willingly have preserved their separate qualities ; whereas 



Digitized by 



Google 



62 THE GREEK POETS. 

love mixes them together, breaks up their continuity, and con- 
fuses their kinds. What Empedocles exactly meant by Sphaerus 
is hard to understand ; nor do we know how far he intended 
Chance to operate in the formation of the Universe. He often 
uses such expressions as these, " So they chanced to come 
together," and describes the amorphous condition of the first 
organisms in a way that makes one think he fancied a perfectly 
chaotic origin. Yet " the art of Aphrodite," " so Cypris ordained 
their form," are assertions of designing intelligence. In fact, 
we may well believe that Empedocles, in the in£m.cy of specula- 
tion, was led astray by his double nomenclature. When talking 
of Aphrodite, he naturally thought of a person ruling creation ; 
when using the term " Love," he naturaUy conceived an innate 
tendency, which might have been the sport of chance in a great 
measure. It also appears probable that, when Empedocles 
spoke of " Chance " ^d " Necessity," he referred to some in- 
herent quality in the elements themselves, whereby they grew 
together under certain laws, and that the harmony and discord 
which ruled them in turn, were regarded by him as forces 
aiding and preventing their union. 

To understand the order of creation, we may begin by ima- 
gining the sphere, which, in the words of Empedocles, " by the 
hidden bond of harmony is stablished, and rejoices in 
unbroken rest ... in perfect equipoise, of infinite extent, it 
stays a full-orbed sphere rejoicing in unbroken rest" Love now 
is omnipotent ; she has knit all the elements into one whole ; 
Discord has retreated, and abides beyond the globe. But soon 
his turn begins : he enters the sphere, and " all the limbs of the 
god begin to tremble." Now the elements are divided one 
from the other — ether first, then fire, then earth, then water 
firom the earth. Still the elements are chaotic ; but wandering 
about the spaces of the world, and "permeating each the 
other's realm," they form alliances and tend to imion. Love 
is busy no less than Discord. The various tribes of plants and 
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animals appear at first in a rudimentary and monstrous con- 
dition : " many heads sprouted up without necks, and naked 
arms went wandering forlorn of shoulders, and solitary eyes 
were straying destitute of foreheads." Still the process of 
seething and intermingling continued ; '' when element with 
element more ftilly mixed, these members fell together by 
haphazard . . . many came forth with double faces and two 
breasts, some shaped like oxen with a human front, others, 
again, of human race with a bull's head j and some were mixed 
of male and female parts." Unfortunately, the lines in which 
he describes the further progress of development have been 
lost, and we do not know how the interval between chaos and 
order was bridged over in his system. Only with reference to 
human beings he asserts that in the earliest stage they were 
produced in amorphous masses, containing the essence, as it 
were, of both male and female ; and that after the separation of 
these masses into two parts, each part yearned to join its tally. 
And therefrom sprang the passion of desire in human hearts. 
This theory has been worked out by Plato artistically in the 
Symposium, Also, with reference to the accretion of the 
phenomenal universe, he says that earth formed the basis of all 
hard and solid substances, preponderating in the shells of fish, 
and so on. Bones were wrought of earth, and fire, and water, 
" marvellously jointed by the bonds of Harmony." It is need- 
less to follow Empedocles through all his scattered fancies, to 
show that he knew that the night was caused by the earth 
intercepting the sun's rays, or that he thought the sun reflected 
heaven's fire like a mirror, or that he placed the intellect in 
the blood, and explained respiration by a theory of pores, and 
the eyesight by imagining afire shut up within the pupil. The 
fragments we possess are too scanty to allow of our obtaining 
a perfect view of his physical theory ; all we gather from them 
is that Empedocles possessed more acquired and original 
knowledge than any of his contemporaries. 
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It may appear from what has been said about his system 
that Empedocles was at best a great Eclectic. But this is not 
entirely the case. If he deserves the name, of Eclectic, he 
deserves it in the same sense as Plato, though it need not be 
said how infinitely inferior, as an original thinker, he is to Plato. 
Empedocles was deeply versed in all the theories, metaphysical, 
cosmogonical, mystical, and physiological, of his age. He 
viewed from a high station all the problems, intellectual, social, 
and moral, which then vexed Greece. But he did not- pass his 
days in a study or a lecture-room, nor did he content himself 
with expounding or developing the theories of any one master. 
He went abroad, examined nature for himself, cured the sick, 
thought his own thoughts, and left an impress on the con- 
stitution of his native state. In his comprehensive mind all 
the learning he had acquired from men, from books, from 
the world, and from reflection, was consolidated into one 
system, to which his double interest for mysticism and physics 
gave a double aspect. He was the first in Greece to reconcile 
Eleatic and Heraclitean speculations, the puzzle of plurality 
and unity, the antagonism of good and evil, in one theory, and 
to connect it with another which revealed a solemn view ot 
human obligations and destinies, and required a life of social 
purity and self-restraint. The misfortune of Empedocles as a 
philosopher consisted in this — that he succeeded only in 
resuming the results of contemporary speculation, and of 
individual research, in a philosophy of indisputable originality, 
without anticipating the new direction which was about to be 
given to human thought by Socrates and Plato. He closed 
one period, — the period of poetry and physical theories and 
mysticism. The period of prose, of logic, and of ethics, was 
about to begin. He was the last of the great colonial sages of 
Greece. The Hellenic intellect was destined henceforth to 
centre itself at Athens. 
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Despots in Greece. — ^Three Periods in Elegiac Poetry : the Martial, 
the Erotic, the Gnomic. — Callinus. — Mimnermus. — His Epicurean 
Philosophy of Life. — Solon. — ^The Salaminian Verses. — Doctrine of 
Hereditary Guilt. — Greek Melancholy. — Phocylides. — His Bourgeois 
Intellect. — Xenophanes. — Theognis. — The Politics of Megara. — 
Cymus. — Precepts upon Education and Conduct in Public and Private 
Life. — The Biography of Theognis. — Dorian Clubs. — Lamentations 
over the Decay of Youth and Beauty. 

The term Gnomic, when applied to a certain number of Greek 
poets, is arbitrary. There is no definite principle for rejecting 
some and including others in the class. It has, however, been 
usual to apply this name to Solon, Phocylides, Theognis, and 
Simonides of Ceos. Yet there seems no reason to exclude some 
portions of Callinus, Tyrtaeus, Minmermus, and Xenophanes. 
These poets, it will be observed, are all writers of the elegy. 
Some of the lyric poets, however, and iambographers, such as 
Simonides of Amorgos and Archilochus, have strong claims for 
admission into the list. For, as the derivation of the name 
implies, gnomic poets are simply those who embody yr&ftat, 
or sententious maxims on life and morals, in their verse ; and 
though we find that the most celebrated masters of this style 
composed elegies, we yet may trace the thread of gnomic 
thought in almost all the writers of their time. Conyersely, 
the most genuine authors of elegiac gnomes trespassed upon 
the domain of lyric poetry, and sang of love and wine and per- 
sonal experience no less than of morality. In fact, the gnomic 
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poets represent a period of Greek literature during which the 
old and simple forms of narrative poetry were giving way to 
lyrical composition on the one hand, and to meditative writing 
on the other; when the epical impulse had become extinct,, 
and when the Greeks were beginning to think definitely. The 
elegy, which seems to have originated in Asia Minor, and to 
have been used almost exclusively by poets of the Ionian race 
for the expression of emotional and reflective sentiments, lent 
itself to this movement in the development of the Greek genius, 
and formed a sort of midway stage between the impassioned 
epic of the Homeric age and the no less impassioned poetry 
and prose of the Athenian age of gold. 

Viewed in this light, the gnomic poets mark a transition fronv 
Homet and Hesiod to the dramatbts and moralists of Attica. 
The ethical precepts inherent in the epos received from them 
a more direct and proverbial treatment; while they in turn 
prepared for the sophists, the orators, and Socrates. 

This transitional period in the history of Greek literature, 
corresponding, as it does, to similar transitions in politics, re- 
ligion, and morality, offers many points of interest Before 
Homer, poetry had no historical past, but after him a l6ng time 
elapsed before the vehicle of verse was exchanged for that of 
prose. Xenophanes, Parmenides, and Empedocles wrote poems 
upon nature in hexameters. Solon and Theognis committed 
their state-craft and ethics to elegiac couplets. Yet at the 
same time Heraclitus and the seven sages were developing the 
germs of prose, and preparing the way for Attic historians and 
philosophers. 

Again, whereas Homer introduces us to a Hellas small in its 
extent, and scarcely separated from surrounding tribes, we find 
in the transitional period that all the strength and splendour 
of the Greek race are dissipated over distant colonies, Hellenic 
civilization standing out in definite relief against adjacent 
barbarism. The first lyrical and elegiac poets come firom the 
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islands of the Archipelago, or from the shores of Asia Minor, 
The first dramatists of note are Sicilian. Italy and Sicily afford 
a home to the metaphysical poets, while the philosophers of 
the Ionian sect flourish at Ephesus and Miletus. 

Corresponding to this change in the distribution of the race,, 
a change was taking place in the governments of the States. 
The hereditary monarchies of Homer's age have disappeared, 
and, after passing through a period of oligarchical supremacy, 
have given place to tyrannies. The tyrants of Miletus and of 
Agrigentum, rising from the aristocracy itself; those of Corinth, 
Athens, and Megara owing their power to popular favour; 
others, like Cylon, flourishing a while by force of mere audacity 
and skill ; others, again, like Pittacus of Mitylene, using the 
rights of their dictatorship for the public benefit, — had this 
one point in common : it was the interest of all of them to 
destroy the traditional prejudices of the race, to gather a 
powerful aud splendid court around them, to patronize art, 
to cultivate diplomacy, and to attach men of ability to their 
persons. As the barons of feudalism encouraged the romances 
of the Niebelungen, Carlovingian, and Arthurian cycles, so 
the hereditary monarchies had caused the cyclical epos to 
flourish. It was not for the interest of the tyrants to revive 
Homeric legends, but rather to banish from the State all traces 
of the chivalrous past. With this view Cleisthenes of Sicyon 
put down the worship of Adrastus, and parodied the heroic 
names of the three tribes. Poetry, thus separated from the 
fabulous past, sought its subjects in the present, — in personal 
experience, in pleasure, in politics, in questions of diplomacy, 
in epigrammatic morality. This, then, was the period during 
which the gnomic poets flourished, —a period of courts and 
tyrannies, of colonial prosperity, of political animation, of social 
intrigue, of intellectual development, of religious transforma- 
tion, of change and uncertainty in every department. Behind 
them lay primitive Homeric Hellas ; before them, at no great 
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distance, was the time when the Greek genius would find its 
home in Athens. Poetry and science were then to be distin- 
guished ; the philosophers, historians, and orators were to make 
a subtle and splendid instrument of Greek prose ; the dramatists 
were to develop the choice and dialectic beauty of the Greek 
language to its highest possible perfection ; tyrannies were to 
be abolished, and the political energies of Hellas to be absorbed 
in the one great struggle between the Dorian and Ionian 
families. But in the age of gnomic poetry these changes were 
still future ; and though the mutations of Greek history were 
accomplished with unparalleled rapidity, we yet may draw cer- 
tain lines, and say — Here was a breathing-time of indecision 
and suspense ; this period was the eve before a mighty drama. 
I propose, therefore, to consider the gnomic poets as the re- 
presentatives to some extent of such an age, and as exponents 
of the rudimentary, social, and political philosophy of Greece 
before Socrates. 

Three periods may be marked in the development of the 
early Greek elegiac poetry — the Martial, the Erotic, and the 
Gnomic. Callinus and Tyrtaeus are the two great names by 
which the first is distinguished. Mimnermus gave a new 
direction to this style of composition, fitting the couplet, 
which had formerly been used for military and patriotic pur- 
poses, to amatory and convivial strains. In after-years it 
never lost the impress of his genius ; so that Ovid, Tibullus, 
and Propertius may be regarded as the lineal descendants of 
the Colophonian bard. Solon at a later date applied the 
elegiac measure to severer subjects. He was the first to use 
it for piurely gnomic purposes, maintaining, however, the martial 
spirit in his Salaminian verses, and imitating the example ot 
Mimnermus in his lighter compositions. Phocylides, to judge 
by the scanty firagments which we possess of his poems, was 
almost wholly gnomic in his character. But Theognis, who is 
the latest and most important of the elegiac writers of this 
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period, combined the political, didactic, and erotic qualities to 
a remarkable degree. As a poet, Simonides was greater than 
any of those whom I have named ; but his claims to rank 
among the sententious philosophers rest more upon the frag- 
ments of his lyrics than upon the elegiac epitaphs for which 
he was so justly famed. These are the poets of whom I intend 
to speak in detail. Taken together with Homer and Hesiod, 
their works formed the body of a Greek youth's education at 
the time when Gorgias and Hippias were lecturing at Athens. 
From them the contemporaries of Pericles, when boys, had 
learned the rules of good society, of gentlemanly breeding, of 
practical morality, of worldly wisdom. Their saws and precepts 
were on the lips of the learned and the vulgar ; wise men used 
them as the theses for subtle arguments or the texts for oratorical 
discourses. Public speakers quoted them as Scripture might 
b^ quoted in a synod of the clergy. They pointed remarks 
in after-dinner conversation or upon the marketplace. Pole- 
marchus, for instance, in Plato's Reptihlic^ starts the dialogue 
on Justice by a maxim of Simonides. Isocrates the Rhetor 
alludes to them as being " the best counsellors in respect of 
human affairs," and Xenophon terms the gnomes of Theognis 
"a comprehensive treatise concerning men." Having been 
used so commonly and largely by the instructors of youth, and 
by men of all conditions, it was natural that these elegies should 
be collected into one compendious form, and that passages of 
a gnomic tendency should be excerpted from larger poems on 
different subjects. In this way a body of sententious poetry 
grew up under the great names of Solon, Phocylides, Simonides, 
and Theognis. But in the process of compilation confusions 
and mistakes of all kinds occurred, so that the same couplets 
were often attributed to several authors. 

The earliest elegiac poet was Callinus, a native of Ephesus, 
between the years 730 and 678 b.c. His poems consist almost 
exclusively of exhortations to bravery in battle. " How long 
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will ye lie idle?" he exclaims; "put on your valour; up to 
the fight, for war is in the land !" He discourses in a bold 
and manly strain upon the certainty of death, and the glory of 
facing it in defence of home and country, winding up with this 
noble sentiment : — " The whole people mourns and sorrows 
for the death of a brave-hearted man ; and while he lives he is 
the peer of demigods." The lines of Tyrtaeus, whose prominent 
part during the second Messenian war is the subject of a well- 
known legend, embody the same martial and patriotic senti- 
ments in even more masculine verse. It would be alien from 
my purpose to dwell upon these military poems, since the 
only gnomic character which they display is the encourage- 
ment of a heightened honour, unselfishness, indifference to 
gain^ devotion to the State, and love of public ^une. 

Strangely different are the elegies of Mimnermus, the poet 
of Colophon, who flourished toward the end of the seventh 
century B.C. His name has passed into a proverb for luxurious 
verse, saddened by reflections on the fleeting joys of youth, 
and on the sure and steady progress of old age and death. 
Tyrtseus, though a native of Attica, wrote for Spartans at war 
with a strong nation ; Mimnermus was bom and lived among 
Ionian Greeks emasculated by barbarian control and by con- 
tact with the soft Lydians. It was of these Colophonians that 
Xenophanes, a native poet, said, " Instructed in vain luxury 
by the Lydians, they trailed their robes of purple through the 
streets, with haughty looks, proud of their flowing locks, be- 
dewed with curious essences and oils." For such a people the 
exquisitely soft and musical verses of Mimnermus, pervaded by 
a tone of lingering regret, were exactly suited. They breathe 
the air of sunny gardens and cool banquet-rooms, in which we 
picture to ourselves the poet lingering out a pensive life, 
endeavouring to crowd his hours with pleasures of all kinds, 
yet ever haunted and made fretful among his roses by the 
thought of wrinkles and death. " When your youth is gone,*' 



Digitized by 



Google 



THE GNOMIC POETS, 71 

Tie says, " however beautiful you may have been, you lose the 
reverence of your children and the regard of your friends." 
" More hideous is old age than death. It reduces the hand- 
some and the plain man to one level — cares attend it — the 
senses and the intellects get deadened — a man is forgotten 
and put out of the way." The Greek sentiment of hatred for 
old age is well expressed in one epithet which Mimnermus 
employs — a\io^v^ formless. The Greeks detested the ugliness 
and loss of grace which declining years bring with them, almost 
more than weakened powers or the approach of death. Nay, 
^* when the flower of youth is past," says Mimnermus, " it is 
best to die at once." Men are like herbs, which flourish for a 
while in sunshine — then comes the winter of old age, with 
poverty or disease, or lack of children. His feeling for the 
charm of youth was intense; he expressed it in language 
which reminds us of the fervency of Sappho — "Down my 
flesh the sweat runs in rivers, and I tremble when I see the 
flower of my equals in age gladsome and beautiful." Such is 
the dreamy and regretful strain of Mimnermus. He repeats it 
with a monotonous, yet almost pathetic persistency, as if the 
one thought of inevitable age oppressed him like a nightmare 
day and night " May I comi)lete my life without disease 
or cares, and may death strike me at my sixtieth year !" 
Such is the prayer he utters, feeling, probably, that up to sixty 
the senses may still afford him some enjoyment, and that, 
after they are blunted, there is nothing left for man worth 
living for. In all this Mimnermus was very true to one type 
of the Greek character. I shall have occasion further on to 
revert to this subject, and to dwell again upon the fascination 
which the flower of youth possessed for the Greeks, and the 
horror with which the ugliness of age inspired them. That 
some escaped this kind of despair, which to us appears trivial 
and unmanly, may be gathered from the beautiful discourse 
upon old age with which the Repttblic of Plato opens. 
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Mimneimus belonged to a class of men different from Ce* 
phalus, however : nowhere in the whole range of literature 
can be found a more peifect specimen of unmitigated ennui 
produced by political stagnation, by the absence of any 
religion or morality whatever, and by the practice of mere 
sesthetic sensuality. In Mimnermus we have the prostrate 
tone of the Oriental, combined with Greek delicacy of intellect 
and artistic expression. The following passage may be dted 
as at once illustrative of his peculiar lamentation, and also 
of his poetical merits : — 

" What^s life or pleasure wanting Aphrodite ? 

When to the gold*haired goddess cold am I, 
When love and love's soft gifts no more delight me, 

Nor stolen dalliance, then I fain would die ! 
Ah I fair and lovely bloom the flowers of youth ; 

On men and maids they beautifully smile : 
But soon comes doleful eld, who, void of ruth. 

Indifferently afflicts the fair and vile : 
Then cares wear out the heart ; old eyes forlorn 

Scarce reck the very sunshine to behold— 
Unloved by youths, of every maid the scorn, — 

So hard a lot God lays upon the old.'** 

We are not surprised to hear that the fragments of Mim- 
nermus are supposed to have belonged to a series of elegies 
addressed to a flute-player called Nanno. They are worthy of 
such a subject. Nanno, according to one accoimt, did not 
return the passion of the poet. 

In Mimnermus, however affected or morbid he may have 
been, we yet observe a vein of meditation upon life .and 
destiny, which prepares us for the more distinctly gnomic 
poets. Considered in the light of Greek philosophy, Mim- 
nermus anticipates the ethical teaching of the Hedonists and 
Epicureans. In other words, he represents a genuine view of 

* Miscettanies^ by the late John Addington Symonds, M.D. Mac- 
millan & Co. 187 1. p. 41a 



Digitized by 



Google 



THE GNOMIC POETS, 73 

life adopted by the Greeks. Horace refers to him as an 
authority in these well-known lines : — 

" Si, Mimnennus uti censet, sine amore jocisque 
Nil est jucunduro, vivas in amore jocisque," 

on which the scholiast observes that the elegiac poet " agreed 
with the sect of the Epicureans." 

Next to Mimnermus in point of time i s Solon. Perhaps the 
verses of this great man were among his least important pro- 
ductions. Yet their value, in illustrating the history of Athens, 
would have been inestimable, had they been preserved to us 
in a more perfect state. " There is hardly anything," says 
Grote, "more to be deplored, amidst the lost treasures of the 
Grecian mind, than the poems of Solon ; for we see by the 
remaining fragments that they contained notices of the public 
and social phenomena before him, which he was compelled 
attentively to study, blended with the touching expression of 
his own personal feelings, in the post, alike honourable and 
difficult, to which the confidence of his countrymen had 
exalted him.*' The interest of Solon as a gnomic poet is 
derived chiefly from the fact that he was reckoned one of the 
seven wise men of Greece, that he was one of the two most 
distinguished Nomothet^ of Hellas, that he is said to have 
conversed familiarly with the great Lydian monarch, and that 
he endeavoured to resist the ascendancy of Fisistratus. Thus 
Solon bore a prominent part in all the most important affairs of 
the period to which the gnomic poetry belongs. Its politics, 
diplomacy, and social theories, its constitutional systems and 
philosophy, were perfectly familiar to him, and received a 
strong impress from his vigorous mind. It is thought that his 
poems belong to an early period of his life, yet they embody 
the same sentiments as those which Herodotus refers to his 
old age, and express in the looser form of elegiac verse the gist 
of those apophthegms which were ascribed to him as one of 
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the seven sages. Literature and politics were cultivated together 
at this period among the Greeks ; philosophy was gained in 
actual life and by commerce with men of all descriptions. 
The part which Tyrtaeus, Alcaeus, Pythagoras, Empedocles, 
and Archilochus played in the history of their States need not 
be more than alluded to. Simonides of Amorgos founded a 
colony; Theognis represented a large and important party. 
But Solon, more than any of these men, combined a prominent 
public life with letters. Nor is it, perhaps, necessary to agree 
with Grote in depreciating the poetical value of his verses. 
Some of them are very fine and forcible. The description, for 
example, of the storm which sweeps away the clouds, and 
leaves a sunny sky (Frag. 13, ed. Bergk), is full of noble 
imagery. The first three fragments of Solon's elegies form 
part of the ode which he recited in the market-place of 
Athens, when he braved the penalty of death, and urged his 
fellow-citizens " to rise and fight for the sweet isle of Salamis." 
These lines are followed by a considerable fiagment of great 
importance, which describes the misery of ill-governed and 
seditious Athens. Among the sayings attributed to Solon 
(Diog. Laer., i. 63) is one which gives the keynote to this 
poem. When asked what made an orderly and well-consti- 
tuted state, he answered, " When the people obey the rulers, 
and the rulers obey the laws." The paraphrase which we 
subjoin exhibits in strong contrast the diflference between 
Dysnomia and Eunomia, as conceived by the Athenian law- 
giver. Demosthenes, who used the name of Solon on all 
occasions with vast rhetorical effect, quotes these lines in a 
celebrated passage of the speech De Fals. Leg,^ 254: — "The 
citizens seek to overthrow the State by love of money, by 
following indulgent and self-seeking demagogues, who neglect 
religion and pervert the riches of the temples. Yet justice, 
silent but all-seeing, will in time bring vengeance on them for 
these things. War, want, civil discord, slavery, are at our 
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gates ; and all these evils threaten Athens because of her law- 
lessness. Whereas good laws and government set all the State 
in order, chain the hands of evil-doers, make rough places 
plain, subdue insolence, and blast the budding flowers of At^, 
set straight the crooked ways of tortuous law, root out sedition, 
quell the rage of strife ; under their good influence all things 
are fair and wise with men." Thus early and emphatically was 
the notion of a just balance enunciated among 'the Greeks ; 
it formed the ruling principle of their philosophy as well as of 
their politics ; for the fir^civ ayav of Solon corresponded to the 
^irpoy of the Ionic speculators, and contained within itself 
the germ of Aristotle's ethical system, no less than of the 
political philosophy of Plato's Republic, In the fifth and 
sixth fragments Solon describes the amount of power which 
he would have intrusted to the Athenian Demus ; in the ninth, 
he prophesies the advent of a despot : ** From storm-clouds 
descend furious snow and hail, and thunder is bom of bright 
lightning ; so great men produce the overthrow of States, and 
into the bondage of a despof s power the people fall unwit- 
tingly. Easy it is to raise the storm, but hard to curb the 
whirlwind ; yet must we now take thought of all these things." 
Fragment the second contains a further warning on the subject 
of impending tyranny. The power of Pisistratus was growing 
to a head, and Solon told the Athenians that if he proved 
despotic they would have no one but themselves to blame for 
it. The remaining fragments of Solonian poetry are more 
purely meditative. " Bright daughters of Memory and Olym- 
pian Zeus," he begins, " Pierian Muses ! hear my prayer. 
Grant me wealth from the blessed gods, and from all men a 
good name. May I be sweet to my friend and bitter to my 
foe ; revered by the one and dreaded by the other. Money I 
desire, but no ill-gotten gain : for the wealth that the gods 
give lasts, and fleets not away ; but the fruits of insolence and 
crime bring vengeance — sure, though slow. Zeus seeth all 
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things, and like a wind scattering the clouds, which shakes the 
deep places of the sea and rages over the corn-land, and comes 
at last to heaven, the seat of gods, and makes a clear sky to be 
seen, whereupon the sun breaks out in glory, and the clouds 
are gone — ^so is the vengeance of Zeus. He may seem to 
foi^get, but sooner or later he strikes ; perchance the guilty man 
escapes, yet his blameless children or remote posterity pay the 
penalty." Two points are noticeable in this passage ; first, the 
dread of ill-gotten gain ; and secondly, the conception of im- 
placable justice. There was nothing which the Greeks more 
dreaded and detested than wealth which had been procured by 
fraud. They were so sensitive upon this point that even Plato 
and Aristode regarded usury as criminal, unnatural, and sure 
to bring calamity upon the money-lender. Thus Chilon, the 
Lacedemonian sage, is reported to have said, " Choose loss 
rather than dishonourable gain : for the one will hurt you for 
the moment, the other will never cease to be a curse." There 
are few of the seven sages who have not at least one maxim 
bearing on this point. It would seem as if the conscience ot 
humanity were touched at a very early period by superstitious 
scruples of this kind. The Jewish law contains warnings 
similar to those of Solon ; and among our own people it is 
commonly believed that unlawful wealth, especially money 
taken from the devil, or property Avrested from the Church, is 
disastrous to its owner, and incapable of being long retained 
in the possession of his family. Theognis expresses nearly 
the same sentiments as Solon in the following verses : — " He 
who gets wealth from 2^us by just means, and ynih hands 
unstained, will not lose it ; but if he acquire it wrongfully, 
covetously, or by false swearing, though it may seem at first to ' 
bring him gain, at last it turns to calamity, and the mind of 
Heaven prevails. But these things deceive men, for the blessed 
gods do not always take vengeance on crime at the moment of 
its being committed ; but one man in his person pays for a 
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bad deed, another leaves disaster hanging over his own 
children, a third avoids justice by^ death." Both Solon and 
Theognis, it will be observed, express emphatically their beKef 
in a vengeanee of Heaven falling upon the children, and the 
children's children of offenders. This conception of doqm 
received its most splendid illustration at the hands of the 
tragic poets, an4 led philosophers like Empedocles to devise 
systems of expiation and purification, by means of which an- 
cestral guilt might be purged away, and the soul be restored 
to its pristine blamelessness. Theognis in another fiagment 
(731-752) discusses the doctnne, and calls in question its 
justice. He takes it for granted, a^a thing too obvious to be 
disputed, that children suffer for their father's sin, and aigues 
with 2^us about the abstract right and policy of this law, 
suggesting that its severity is enough to make men withdraw 
their allegiance from such unjust governors. The inequality 
of the divine rule had appeared in the same light to Hesiod 
and Homer (see IHad^ xiii. 631 ; Hesiod, Op, et DUsy 270). 
But it is in the gnomic poets that we first discover a ten- 
dency to reason upon such questions : the wedge of philo- 
sophical scepticism was being inserted into the old super- 
stitious beliefis of the Greek race. And in some respects these 
gnomic poets present even a more gloomy view of human 
destinies than the epic poets. Solon says, ^^ It is fate that 
bringeth good and bad to men ; nor can the gifts of the im- 
mortals be refused;" and in Clieognis we find, ''No man is 
either wealthy or poor, mean or noble, without the help of the 
gods." ..." Pray to the gods ; nought happens to man of 
good or ill without the gods." ..." No one, Cymus, is him- 
self the cause of loss and gain ; but of both these the gods are 
givers." It would be easy to multiply such passages, in which 
the same conception of the divine government as that for 
which Plato {jRe^,,p, 379) blamed Homer, is set forth; but 
the gnomic poets go beyond this simple view. They seem to 
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regard Heaven as a jealous power, and superstitiously believe 
all changes of fortune to be produced by the operation of a 
god anxious to delude human expectations. This theology 
lies at the root of the Solonian maxim, that you ought not to 
judge of a man's happiness until his death: "for," in the 
language of Herodotus, " there are many to whom God has 
first displayed good fortune, and whom he afterwards has 
rooted up and overthrown." 

Thus Solon moralizes in his elegies upon the vicissitudes of 
life : — " Danger lies everywhere, nor can a man say where he 
will end when he begins ; for he who thinks that he will fare 
well comes to grief ; and often when a man is at his worst, 
Heaven sends him good luck, and he ends prosperously." It 
must however be observed that Solon in no passage of his 
elegiac poems alludes distinctly to the intervention of a jealous 
or malicious destiny. He is rather deeply impressed with the 
uncertainty of human affairs — an uncertainty which the events 
of his own life amply illustrated, and which he saw displayed 
in every town about him. Simonides repeats the same strain 
of despondency, moralizing (Frag. 2, ^d. Gaisford) upon the 
mutabilities of life, and exclaiming with a kind of horror : 
"One hideous Charybdis swallows all things — wealth and 
mighty virtue." The tone of belief was very low and insuffi- 
cient at this period in Greece. The old simplicity of life was 
passing away, and philosophy had not yet revealed her broader 
horizons, her loftier aims, and her rational soiwces of content. 
We have seen how Mimnermus moralized upon the woes of 
age. Solon, whose manliness contrasts in every other respect 
with the effeminacy and languor of the Colophonian poet, gave 
way to the same kind of melancholy when he cried, "No 
mortal man is truly blessed ; but all are wretched whom the 
sun beholds." What can be more despairing than the lament- 
ations of Simonides ? — " Few and evil are our days of life ; 
but everlasting is the sleep which we must sleep beneath the 
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earth." ..." Small is the strength of man, and invincible are 
his sorrows ; grief treads upon the heels of grief through his 
short life ; and death, which no man shuns, hangs over him at 
last : to this bourne come the good and bad alike." In the 
midst of this uncertainty and gloom Theognis cannot find a 
rule of right conduct. "Nothing," he says, "is defined by 
Heaven for mortals, nor any way by which a man may walk 
and please immortal powers." Nor can we point to any more 
profoundly wretched expression of misery than the following 
elegy of the same poet : " It is best of all things for the sons of 
earth not to be bom, nor to see the bright rays of the sun, or 
after birth to pass as soon as possible the gates of death, and to 
lie deep down beneath a weight of earth." This sentiment is 
repeated by Bacchylides, and every student of Greek tragedy 
knows what splendid use has been made of it by Sophocles 
in one of the choruses of (Edipus Coloneus, Afterwards it 
passed into a commonplace. Two Eiuipidean fragments em- 
body it in words not very difierent from those of Theognis, 
and Cicero is said to have translated it Truly the people 
were walking in darkness; and it is marvellous that men, 
conscious of utter ignorance, and believing themselves to be 
the sport of almost malignant deities, could have grown so 
nobly and maintained so high a moral standard as that of the 
Greek race. 

The remaining fragments of Solon contain the celebrated 
lines upon the Lifef of Man, which he divided into ten periods 
of seven years. He rebuked Mimnermus for wishing to make 
«ixty the term of human life, and bade him add another decade. 
We also possess some amorous verses of very questionable 
character, supposed to have been >vritten in his early youth. 
The prudes of antiquity were scandalized at Solon, a lawgiver 
and sage, for having penned these couplets. The libertines 
rejoiced to place so respectable a name upon their list of 
worthies. To the student of history they afford, in a compact 
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form, some insight into the pursuits and objects of an Athenian 
man of pleasure. Plato quotes one couplet in the Lysis^ 
and the author of the dialogue Trcpt cpwrwv, attributed to Lucian, 
makes use of the same verses to prove that Solon was not 
exempt from the passion for which he is apologizing. Apuleius 
mentions another as " lascivissimus ille versus." On the whole, 
although the most considerable of these elegies has also been 
ascribed to Theognis, there seems no reason to doubt their 
authenticity. Solon displays no asceticism in his poetry, or 
in anything that is recorded of his life or sayings. It is pro- 
bable that he lived as a Greek among Greeks, and. was not 
ashamed of any of their social customs. 

Passing from Solon to Phocylides we find a somewhat dif- 
ferent tone of social philosophy. Phocj'lides was a native of 
Miletus, who lived between 550 and 490 b.c. If Mimnermus 
represents the effeminacy of the Asiatic Greeks, Phocylides 
displays a kind of prosaic worldly wisdom, for which the 
lonians were celebrated. He is thoroughly bourgeois, to use a 
modem phrase ; contented with material felicity, shrewd, safe 
in his opinions, and gifled with great common sense. Here 
are some of his maxims: — "First get your living, and then 
think of getting virtue." ..." What is the advantage of noble 
birth, if favour follow not the speech and counsel of a man?" 
..." The middle classes are in many ways best off; I wish 
to be of middle rank in the State." Aristotle (iV/., iv. 9, 7) 
quotes the last of these sayings with approbation. It is a 
thoroughly Ionian sentiment Two of his genuine fragments 
contain the germ of Greek ideas which were destined to be 
widely developed and applied by the greatest thinkers ot 
Greece. One of these describes the Greek conception of a 
perfect State: — "A small city, set upon a rock, and well 
governed, is better than all foolish Nineveh." We here recog- 
nize the practical wisdom and thorough solidity of Greek good 
sense. Wealth, size, and splendour they regarded as stumbling- 
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blocks and sources of weakness. To be compact and well 
governed expressed their ideal of social felicity. Plato in the 
Republic, and Aristotle in the Politics, carry the thought ex- 
pressed in this couplet of Phocylides to its utmost logical 
consequences. Again he says, " In justice the whole of virtue 
exists entire." This verse, which has also been incorporated 
into the elegies of Theognis, was probably the common pro- 
perty of many early moralists. Aristotle quotes it in the 
fifth book of the Ethics with the preface : Ato Koi vapot- 
fiiaiofiEvol (l^aftey. It might be placed as a motto on the 
first page of Plato's Republic, for justice is the architectonic 
virtue which maintains the health and safety of the State. 
Phocylides enjoyed a high reputation among the ancients. 
Though few genuine fragments of his sayings have been 
handed down to us, there is a long and obviously spurious 
poem which bears his name. Some moralist of the Christian 
period has endeavoured to claim for his half-Jewish precepts 
the sanction of a great and antique authority. The greater 
number of those which we may with safety accept as genuine 
are prefaced by the words Koi royt ^u)Kv\ihut, forming an 
integral part of a hexameter. Phocylides was author of an 
epigram in imitation of one ascribed to Demodocus, which is 
chiefly interesting as having furnished Person with the model 
of his well-known lines on Hermann. He also composed an 
epigrammatic satire on women, in which he compares them to 
four animals, a dog, a bee, a pig, and a horse, in the style of 
the poem by Simonides of Amorgos. 

Xenophanesjji native of Colophon, and the founder of the 
Eleatic school of philosophy, has left some elegies of a gnomic 
character, which illustrate another point in the Ionian intellect. 
While Phocylides celebrated the superiority of comfort and the 
solid goods of life, Xenophanes endeavoured to break down 
the prejudice in favour of mere physical advantages, and to 
assert the absolute pre-eminence of intellectual power. In his 
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second fragment (ed Bergk) he says, " You give all kinds of 
honours — ^precedence at festivals, pensions, and public mainte- 
nance — to runners, boxers, pentathletes, wrestlers, pancratists, 
and charioteers, who bear aw^ the prize at Olympia ; yet these 
men are not so worthy of reward as I am ; for better than the 
strength of men or horses is our wisdom. What is the use of 
all this muscular development ? It will not improve the con- 
stitution of the State or increase the revenue/' In this para- 
phrase I have, for the sake of brevity, modernized the language 
• of Xenophanes, while seeking to preserve the meaning of an 
elegy which admirably illustrates the principles of the Ionian 
race, and of Athens in particular, as contrasted with those of 
the Dorians. Plato, Aristotle, and all the political moralists of 
Greece, blamed Sparta and Thebes for training mere soldiers 
and gymnasts, to the exclusion of intellectual cultiure; thus 
retarding the growth of their constitutions and forcing them to 
^depend in all emergencies upon brute force. Had all lonians 
been like Solon and Xenophanes, had there been nothing of 
Mimnermus or Phocylides in their character, then the Athenians 
might have avoided the contrary charge of effeminacy and 
ignobility of purpose and merely aesthetical superiority, with 
which they have been taxed. 

Contemporary with Phocylides was Theognis, a poet of whose 
^omic elegies nearly fourteen hundred lines are still extant 
Some of these are identical with verses of Solon, and of other 
•contemporary writers ; yet we need not suppose that Theognis 
was himself an imitator. It is far more probable that all the 
^omic poets borrowed from the same sources, or embodied 
in their couplets maxims of common and proverbial wisdom. 
That Aristotle so regarded one of their most important apho- 
risms on the architectonic supremacy of justice we have already 
seen. Besides, it is not certain on what principle the elegies 
which bear the names of different poets were assigned to them. 
Theognis covers more ground than any of his predecessors, and 
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embraces a greater variety of subjects. It has never been ima- 
gined that the fragments we possess formed pai:t of an elaborate 
and continuous poem. They rather seem to have been written 
as occasion served, in order to express the thoughts of the 
moment. Many of them contain maxims of political wisdom, 
and rules for private conduct in the choice of friends ; others 
seem to have been composed for the lyre, in praise of good 
society, or wine, or beauty ; again we find discussions of moral 
questions, and prayers to the gods, mixed up with lamentations 
on the miseries of exile and poverty ; a few throw light upon 
the personal history of Theognis ; in all cases the majority are 
addressed to one person, called Cymus.* 

Theognis was a noble, bom at Megara about the middle of 
the sixth century b.c. His city, though traditionally subject 
to the yoke of Corinth, had under the influence of its aristocracy 
acquired independence. In coiurse of time Theagenes, a dema- 
gogue, gained for himself despotical supremacy, and exiled the 
members of the old nobility from Megara. He, too, succumbed 
to popular force, and for many years a struggle was maintained 
between the democratic party, whom Theognis persistently 
styles KaKol and o£i\o/, and the aristocracy, whom he calls \\ 
ayaOol and ItrOXoL ITieognis himself, as far as we can gather , 
from the fragments, spent a long portion of his life in exile from 
Megara ; but before the period of his banishment he occupied 
the position of firiend and counsellor to Cymus, who, though 
clearly younger than himself, seems to have been in some sense 
leader of the Megarian aristocracy. A large number of the 
maxims of Theognis on State-government are specially addressed 

* A very ingenious attempt was made by Mr. Hookham Frere to 
reconstruct the life of Tlieognis from his elegies. It would be too much to 
assert that his conjectures are always successful. Indeed he often intro- 
duces foreign matter and modern sentiment, while he n^lects the peculiarly 
Greek relations of the poet to his friend. Those who are curious about 
such works of hypercriticism would do well to study his Thfogitis RestHuttt 
(Frere's Works, vol. ii.) 
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to him. Before proceeding to examine these elegies in detail, 
we may touch upon the subject of the friendship of Theognis 
for Cymus, which has been much misunderstood. It must be 
remembered that Theognis was the only Doric poet of the 
gnomic class — all the rest of those whom we have mentioned 
belonging without exception to the Ionian family of the Greek 
race. We are not, therefore, surprised to find some purely 
Dorian qualities in the poetry of Theognis, which are missing 
in that of the others. Such, for instance, are the invocations 
to Phoebus and Artemis, with which our collection of fragments 
opens ; but such, in a far more characteristic sense, is the whole 
relation of the poet to his friend. From time immemorial it 
had been the custom among the Dorian tribes for men distin- 
guished in war or statecraft to select among the youths one 
comrade, who stood to them in the light of pupil and squire. 
In Crete this process of election was attended with rites of 
peculiar solemnity, and at Sparta the names of tWi^Xiyc and 
, ivucnyc, or "inbreather" and "listener," were given to the pair. 
' i^ ' They grew up together, the elder teaching to the younger all 
Y he knew, and expecting to receive from him in return obedience 

and affection. In manhood they were not separated, but 
fought and sat in the assembly side by side, and were regarded 
in all points as each other^s representatives. Thus a kind of 
chivaby was formed, which, like the modem chivalry of love 
and arms, as long as it remained within due limits, gave 
birth to nothing but honourable deeds and noble friend- 
ships, but which in more degenerate days became the curse 
and reproach of Hellas. There is every reason to believe that 
Theognis was united to Cymus in the purest bonds of Doric 
chivalry ; and it is interesting to observe the kind of education 
which he gives his friend (see 1 049-1 054, Theogn., ed. Beigk). 
Boys in the Doric States were so soon separated from their 
home, and from the training of the family, that some substitute 
for the parental discipline and care was requisite. This the 
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nstitution to which I have briefly alluded seems to have to 
some extent supplied. A Spartan or Cretan settlement resembled 
a large public school, in which the elder boys choose their fags, 
and teach them and protect them, in return for duty, service, 
and companionship. 

Lines 87-100 describe the sincere and perfect affection, the 
truthfulness and forbearance, which the poet requires from 
Cymus. In another passage (1259-1270) he complains of the 
changeable character of the youth, and compares him to a 
skittish horse. One of his longest, and, in point of poetry, 
most beautiful elegies, celebrates the immortality which his 
songs will confer on Cymus (237-254). He tells his friend 
that he has given him wings to fly with over land and sea, that 
fair young men at festivals will sing of him to sweetly-sounding 
pipes, and that even Hades shall not prevent him from wander- 
ing on wings of fame about the isles and land of Hellas so long 
as earth and sun endure. The lofty enthusiasm and confidence 
of these promises remind us of Shakespeare's most pompous 
sonnets. Again, he bewails the difficulties and dangers of this 
kind of friendship (1353 and 1369), or entreats Cymus not to 
let malicious slanders interrupt their intimacy. In some cases 
we cannot acquit Theognis any more than Solon of licentious- 
ness in the expression of his love. But the general tone of his 
language addressed to Cymus is so dignified and sober that 
we are inclined to think his looser verses may refer to another 
and more scandalous attachment. 

The first elegy of great importance (43-60) describes the 
state of Megara when under the control of a democracy. It 
expresses the bitter hatred and contempt which the Greek 
nobles in a Dorian State felt for the Perioeci, or farmers of the 
neighbouring country, whom they strove to keep beneath 
them, and to exclude from all political rights : — " Cymus, this 
city is still a city, but the people are all changed, who some 
time since knew neither law nor justice, but wore goatskins, 
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and dwelt like deer beyond the walls. Now they are noble^ 
son of Pol)T)as ; and the brave of heretofore are base. Who 
can endure to look upon these things ?" Again he says (i 109- 
II 14), " The noJ)les of old days are .now made base, and the 
base are noble, ... a man of birth takes his bride from a low 
man's house." In another place he complains that the rabble 
rule the State with monstrous laws, that the sense of shame has 
perished, and that impudence and insolence lord it over the 
land (289-292). In these perilous times he compares the State 
to a ship managed by incompetent and unruly mariners : the 
waves are breaking over her, but the sailors prevent the good 
pilot from guiding her helm, while they make pillage of the 
common good (667-682). This simile bears a striking resem- 
blance to the passage of the Republic in which Plato compares 
a State possessed by demagogues and the mob, to an ill- 
governed ship. Lasdy, says Theognis, " Porters rule, and the 
nobles are subject to the base." In this state of disorder the 
very principles of Dorian society are neglected. Money is 
regarded as the charter of nobility, and no attempts are made 
to maintain a generous breed of citizens. " We are careful," 
he says (183-196), "to select the best race of horses and the 
like, but a noble man doubts not about marrying a mean 
woman if she bring him money ; nor does a woman reject the 
suit of a mean man if he be rich. Wealth is honoured ; wealth 
has confused our blood." This passage has great interest, 
both as showing the old prejudices of the Dorian aristocracy, 
and also as proving that a new order of things was beginning 
in Greece. Even the Dorian States could not resist the 
progress of commerce and republican institutions ; and little 
Megara, situated between mercantile Corinth and democratic 
Athens, had but small strength to stem the tide. But the party 
of Theognis were not always out of power. When Cymus and 
his friends held sway in Megara, he gives them this advice 
(847-850) : " Trample on the empty-headed rabble ; strike 



Digitized by 



Google 



THE GNOMIC POETS. 87 

them with the stinging goad j and put a galling yoke upon their 
neck, for never shall you find so despot-loving a Demus in 
the whole earth." That he had frequent cause to apprehend 
the rising of some tyrant from the body of the people may be 
noticed in the fragments. Among the earliest of these in our 
arrangement (39-42) occurs this elegy : — " Cymus, this city is 
pregnant ; but I fear that it will bring forth a man to chastise 
our evil violence.'* He then proceeds to lay down the axioms 
of the oligarchical State theory : the nobiHty, he says, never 
ruined a city ; it is only when base leaders get the upper hand, 
and wrest justice in order to indulge the populace and 
make their own gain, that civil dissension and ruin ensue. 
Tyrants were as hateful to the true oligarchs as a democracy, 
and Theognis in one place actually advises tyrannicide : " To 
lay low a despot who consumes the people is no sin, and will 
not be punished by the gods" (1181). This sentiment cor- 
responds with the couplet of Simonides on Harmodius and 
Aristogeiton, and with the apophthegms of several of the sages- 
Theognis, seeing Cymus environed with political difficulties^^ 
thought fit to furnish him with rules of conducjt. He was very 
particular about the choice of proper friends. One elegy 
(31-38), in which he discourses on the desirability of con- 
sorting with none but the best company, and of avoiding the 
contagion of low comrades, attained a wide celebrity among 
the Greeks. So much of their life was spent in public, and so- 
much of their education depended on society, that the question 
of social intercourse was one of paramount importance. Plato- 
in the Meno^ Xenophon in his Memorabilia, and Aristotle in 
the ninth book of the Ethics, all make use of these verses : — 
" Come not into the company of bad men, but cling always to 
the good ; eat and drink with them ; sit with them, and seek 
to please those who liave great power. For from the noble 
you will learn what is noble ; but if you mix with base men 
you will lose the wits you have." It must always be borne in 
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mind that by kiAXoL and ayaOol Thepgnis meant the men 
of his own party. The " good " and " noble " were men of 
birth^ wealth, breeding, and power, on whom, by prejudice 
and habit, he conferred these moral titles. In course of time, 
however, as the words acquired a more ethical significance, 
the philosophers were able to appropriate maxims of worldly 
prudence to their own more elevated purposes ; nor were they 
even in the times of Theognis other than ambiguous, for the 
identification of aristocratic position and moral worth was so 
conventionally complete, that words which were intended 
to be taken in the one sense had an equal application in 
the other. In another elegy (305-308) Theognis repeats this 
advice, when he observes that no one is bom utterly bad 
by nature, but that he contracts habits of depravity firom 
his associates. Here it is obvious how much of ethical 
meaning the words " good " and " bad " involved, even in the 
times of the Megarian poet, and how vastly important he 
considered the society of well-bred companions to be in the 
formation of character. A different view of moral habits 
seems to be taken in another fragment (429-438), where 
Theognis attributes more influence to natiure than to training : 
— " To beget and rear a child," he says, " is easier than to 
instil good principles. No one ever devised means for making 
fools wise, or bad men good. If Heaven had given to the 
sons of .^culapius the gift of healing wickedness and folly, 
great fees would they have earned. If you could fashion or 
insert what minds you liked, good men would never have 
bad sons. But no amount of teaching will make a bad man 
good." These verses are quoted both by Plato and Aristotle, 
with whose inquiries on the subject of Education versus 
Nature, of r|M>^i) as opposed to f v^cc) they had, of course, 
considerable correspondence. In connection with this subject 
of moral habits and companionship, Theognis thought fit to 
give his pupil advice about his deportment at the public 
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dinners of the Dorians. At these social meetings there was 
ample scope for political intrigue ; and hence it followed that 
a public man was forced to be particular about his associates. 
The poet devotes a series of couplets (61-82) to this point, 
recommending Cymus to be reticent, and not to communicate 
the whole of his plans even to his friends. He warns him 
how difficult it is to get a faithful friend. You could not find, 
he says (83-86), one shipload of really trustworthy and in- 
corruptible men upon the fece of the world. Moreover, 
nothing requires more skill than to discover the insincerity 
of a hjrpocrite (i 17-128). You may test gold and silver, but 
there are no means of getting at the thoughts of men. This 
sentiment, together with the metaphor of pinchbeck metal, 
is used by Euripides in Medea (line 515). Aristotle also 
quotes the passage in his Eudemian Ethics (vii. 2). Time, 
however, says Theognis (963-970), and experience and 
calamity are the true tests of friendship. If a man will 
bear misfortune with you, or will help you in a serious 
undertaking, you may then, but not till then, rely upon 
his expressions of attachment This suspicious temper re- ^ 
calls the social philosophy of Machiavelli; indeed, Greek 
politics in no respect resembled those of modem Italy more , 
closely than in the diplomatic footing upon which all the ' 
relations of society were placed. There are two very curious 
passages (213-218 and 1071-1074) in which Theognis bids 
his friend be as much as possible all things to all men. 
" Turn a different side of your character," he says, " to dif- 
ferent men, and mix part of their temper with your own. Get 
the nature of the cuttlefish, which looks exactly like the rock 
it clings to : be versatile, and show a variety of complexions." 
Again, he boasts that " among madmen I am exceeding mad ; 
but among the just no man is more just than I am." Nor 
is this subtlety to be confined to friendly relations merely. In 
one most Jesuitical couplet (363) Theognis urges his friend 
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" to beguile his foe with fair words ; but when he has him 
in his power, to take full vengeance and to spare not." As to 
the actual events of the life of Cyrnus, we know nothing except 
what is told us in one of the elegies (805-810), that he went 
as a Theorus to the shrine of Delphi. We may gather from 
some expressions of the poet that he was of a rash and 
haughty and unconciliatory temper. 

Passing now to the personal history of Theognis, we are 
struck with his frequent lamentations over poverty and the 
wretchedness of exile. "Miserable poverty!" he cries, "go 
elsewhere; prithee stay not with a host that hates thee." 
" Poverty breaks the spirit of a noble man more than anything, 
more even than age or ague. The poor man is gagged and 

bound ; he cannot speak or act Poverty comes not to 

the market or the lawsuits ; everywhere she is laughed and 

\ scoffed at, and hated by all men .... mother she is of help- 

I lessness : she breaks the spirit of a man within his breast, so 

that he suffers shame and wrong in silence, and learns to lie 

and cheat and do the sin his soul abhors Wretched 

want, why, seated on my shoulders, dost thou debase body 
^ and mind alike?" (267, 351, 385, 173-182, 649.) Wealth, on 

the other hand, he cries with bitterness, is omnipotent (1117) : 
" O wealth ! of gods the fairest and most full of charm ! with 
thy help, though I am a mean man, I am made noble." " Every 
one honours a rich man and slights a poor man : the whole 
world agrees upon this point." But the finest and most satirical 
of all his poems on this subject is one (699-718) in which he 
says : " Most men have but one virtue, and that is wealth ; it 
would do you no good if you had the self-control of Rhada- 
manthus himself, or if you knew more wiles than Sisyphus, or 
if you could turn falsehood into truth with the tongue of a 
Nestor, or if you were more fleet of foot than the children of 
Boreas. You must fix your mind on wealth — wealth alone. 
Wealth is almighty." It was poverty which gave its bitterness 
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to exile. My friends, he says, pass me by \ " no one is the 
friend or faithful comrade of an exile. This is the sting of 
exile." " I have suffered what is as bad as death, and worse 
than anything besides. My friends have refused me the assist- 
ance which they owed, and I am forced to try my foes" (811- 
814). Hope, which has always been the food and sustenance 
of exiles, alone remained to him. There is one beautiful elegy 
(1135-1150) in which he imitates Hesiod, singing how faith 
and temperance and the graces have left the earth, how oaths 
are broken and religion is neglected, how holiness hath passed 
away ; yet, if a pious man remain, let him wait on Hope, to 
Hoi)e pray always, to Hope sacrifice first and last. 

Verses 825-830 and 1 197-1202 describe his condition while 
living as a poor man, stripped of his paternal farms, in Megara. 
The voice of the har\'est-bird brings him sorrow, for he knows 
that other men will reap his fields. How can he pipe or sing, 
when from the market-place he sees his own land made the 
prey of revellers ? The same sense of the res angtista domi 
is expressed in the welcome to Clearistus. We gather fi-om 
another elegy (261-266) that Theognis had lost not only his 
land, but also a girl to whom he was betrothed. Her parents 
gave her in marriage to a man less noble and less worthy than 
himself Nor do we fail to get some insight into his domestic 
circumstances. Mr. Frere explains one fragment (271-278), 
full of Lear's indignation, by conjectming that Theognis had 
left a wife and children behind him at Megara during his 
wanderings, and had returned to find them estranged and 
thankless. He translates the fragment thus : — 



*' One single evil, more severe and rude 
Than age or sickness or decrepitude, 
Is dealt unequally, for him that rears 
A thankless of&pring ; in his latter years, 
Ungratefully requited for his pains, 
A parsimonious life and thrifty gains, 
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With toil and care acquired for their behoof; 
And no return ! but insolent reproof ; 
Such as might scare a beggar from the gate, 
A wretch unknown, poor and importunate ! 
To be reviled, avoided, hated, curst ; 
This is the last of evils, and the worst ! " 



The same kind of ingenious conjecture supplies us with a 
plausible explanation of some obscure couplets (1211-1216), 
in which it appears that Theognis, having been taunted by a 
female slave, replied by making most sarcastic remarks on the 
servile physiognomy, and by boasting that among all his miseries 
he had remained a free man and a noble-minded gendeman. 
He often bids his soul be strong and bear bad fortune, like 
Ulysses when he cried, rcVXaOt Iq Kpaiiri ical Kvvrtpoy oXXo itor 
IrXiic Nor does he fail to ease his heart by praying for ven- 
geance, and indulging the hope that he may live to drink the 
blo6d of his foes (349), and to divide their property among his 
friends (562). That he was kindly entertained in the various 
States he visited, he tells us ; and it is thought that he re- 
ceived the citizenship of Hyblaean Megara. Sicily, Euboea, 
and Sparta (783-788) are specially mentioned by him as his 
homes in exile. Wherever he went he carried with him fame, 
and found a welcome. " Yet," says the poet, " no joy of those 
fair lands entered my soul, so far was anything from seeming 
dearer than my native land." 

Among the elegies of general interest attributed to Theognis, 
none is more beautiful than the following hymn to the god- 
desses of Song and Beauty, which has been very elegantly 
rendered into English verse : — 



* Muses and graces ! daughters of high Jove, 
When erst you left your glorious seats above, 
To bless the bridal of that wondrous pair, 
Cadmus and Harmonia fair. 
Ye chanted forth a divine air : 
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• What is good and fair 
Shall ever be our care.' 
Thus the burden of it rang : 

• That shall never be our care 
Which is neither good nor fair.' 
Such were the words your lips immortal sang."* 

The very essence of the Greek feeling for the beautiful is 
expressed in these simple lines. Beauty, goodness, and truth 
were to the Greeks almost convertible terms ; and the nearest 
approach which Plato made to the conception of a meta- 
physical deity was called by him the Mia rov koKov. Not less 
Greek is the sentiment expressed in the following lines (1027) : 
— " Easy among men is the practice of wickedness, but hard, 
friend Cymus, is the method of goodness." Theognis here 
expresses very prosaically what Hesiod and Simonides have 
both enunciated in noble verse (C^. et Dies^ 285-290, and 
Simonides, Frag. 15, ed. Gaisford). It is noticeable that in his 
couplet TO dyaOoy is used instead of (tptrn. The thought, how- 
ever, is the same ; nor does it differ widely from that which is 
contained in the Aristotelian " Hymn to Virtue," where we see 
that what the Greeks meant by this word, included not only 
moral rectitude, but also the labour of a Hercules, and all noble 
or patriotic deeds which implied self-devotion to a great cause. 

The occasions for which the elegies of this class were com- 
posed by Theognis seem to have been chiefly banquets and 
drinking parties. In the Dorian States of Greece it was 
customary for men to form select clubs, which met together 
after the public meals for the purpose of drinking, conversing, 
and enjoying music These friendly societies formed an 
appendix to the national ^ctoiVia, or public tables. Great care 
was taken in the selection of members, who were admitted by 
ballot ; and in time the clubs acquired political importance. 
Periander is said (Ar. /*(?/., v. 9, 2) to have abolished them in 

• MisceiianUs, by the late John Adclington Symonds, M.D., p. 411. 
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Corinth because they proved favourable to aristocracy — no 
doubt by keeping up the old Doric traditions which he took 
paii^ to break down. In the verses of Theognis we are intro- 
duced to many members of his club by name — Onomacritus, 
Clearistus, Demonax, Democles, Timagoras, and doubtless 
Cymus. Of course these customs were not confined to Doric 
cities; on the contrary, the Symposia and Erani of the 
Athenians are more celebrated for their wit and humour, while 
readers of Thucyd^des remember how large a part the clubs 
played in the history of the 8th Book. ' But the custom was 
systematized, like everything else, with greater rigour among 
Dorians. It appears that, after having eaten, the cups were 
filled and libations were made to the Doric patron Phoebus 
(cf. Theogn., Frag, i) ) then came the Comus or drinking-bout ; 
flute-players entered the room, aud some of the guests sang to 
the lyre, or addressed an elegy to the company at large or to 
some particular person. These facts may be gathered from 
different fragments of Theognis (997, 757); but if we wish to 
gain a complete picture of one of these parties, we may seek it 
in an elegy of Xenophanes, which is. so fresh and pretty that I 
feel inclined to paraphrase it at length :— 



* * Now the floor is cleanly swept ; the hands of all the guests are washed ; 
the cups shine brightly on the board. Woven wreaths and fragrant myrrh 
are carried round by the attendants, and in the middle stands a bowl full 
of that which maketh glad the heart of man. Wine too is ready in reserve, 
wine inexhaustible, honey-sweet in jars, smelling of flowers. Frankincense 
breathes forth its perfume among the revellers, and cold water, sweet and 
pure, waits at their side. Loaves, fresh and golden, stand upon the table, 
which groans with cheese and rich honey. In the midst is an altar hung 
about with flowers, and singing and merriment resound throughout the 
house. First must merry-making men address the gods with holy songs 
and pure words ; libations must they pour, and pray for strength to act 
justly; then may they drink as much as a man can carry home without a 
guide — unless he be far gone in years. This also is right, to speak of noble 
deeds and virtue over our cups ; not to tell tales of giants or Titans or the 
Centaurs, mere fictions of our grandfathers, and foolish fables. " 
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It was customary at these banquets to sing the praises of 
vouth and to lament old age, ringing endless changes on the 
refrain " Vivamus atque amemus,*' which antiquity was never 
weary of repeating. Very sad and pathetic is the tone of these 
old songs, in which the paean mingles with the dirge; for 
youth and the grave are named in the same breath, and while 
we smell the roses we are reminded that they will wither. 
Then comes the end — the cold and solitary tomb, eternal frost 
and everlasting darkness, to which old age, the winter and 
night of life, is but a melancholy portal. Gaudeamus igitur^ 
jwietus qjfm sumus, 

"To pleasure, in life's bloom, yield we our powers, 
While yet to be and to enjoy are ours — 
For swift as thought our glorious youth goes by. 
Swift as the coursers that to battle fly. 
Bearing the chief with quivering spear in hand, 
Madly careering o*er the rich corn-land,** — 

so sings Theognis (977), and with even more of pathos he 
exclaims — 

** Ah me I my youth ! alas for eld*s dark day : 
This comes apace, while that fleets fast away.** 

The same idea is repeated in many other elegies, always with 
the same sad cadence : " No man, as soon as the earth covers 
him, and he goes down to Erebus, the home of Persephone, 
takes any pleasure in the sound of the lyre, or the voice of the 
flute-player, or in the sweet gifts of Dionysus" (973-976). At 
another time he reckons up the ills of life : " When I am 
drinking I take no heed of soul-consuming poverty or of 
enemies who speak ill of me ; but I lament delightful youth 
which is forsakmg me, and wail for grim old age who cometh 
on apace" (1129-1132). Their tone reminds us of Mimner- 
mus, who said the utmost when he cried — 

•* Zeus to Tithonus gave a grievous ill — 
Undying age, than death more horrible !** 
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To multiply more elegies of this description would be 
useless. We may, however, allude to a poem of Simonides 
(Frag. 100, ed. Gaisford), which combines the sweetness of 
Mimnermus and the energy of Theognis : — " Nothing human 
endures for aye. Well said the bard of Chios, that like the 
leaves so is the race of men : yet few who hear this keep 
it in their mind ; for hope is strong within the breast of 
youth. When the flower of youth lasts, and the heart of a 
man is light, he nurses idle thoughts, hoping he never will 
grow old or die ; nor does he think of sickness in good health 
Fools are they who dream thus, nor know how short are the 
days of youth and life. But learn thou this, and live thy 
life out, cheering thy soul with good things." The tone of 
these elegies pervades a great many monuments of Greek 
sculpture. Standing before the Genius of Eternal Repose, or 
the so-called Genius of the Vatican, we are moved to tears by 
the dumb sadness with which their perfect beauty has been 
chastened. Like the shade of young Marcellus in Virgil, they 
seem to carry round them a cloud of gloom, impalpable, yet 
overshadowing their youth with warnings and anticipations of 
the tomb. 

With Theognis the list of gnomic poets, strictly so called, 
may be said to close. Simonides, from whom I have adduced 
some passages in illustration of the elder elegiac writers, sur- 
vived the bard of Megara, and attained a far greater reputation 
than he enjoyed, at the Syracusan and Athenian courts. How 
highly his maxims were valued by the moralists of the succeed- 
ing 2ige, is known by every reader of the Protagoras and 
Republic of Plato. But a more detailed analysis of his verses 
would be out of place, when we consider that his chief fame 
rests upon epitaphs, patriotic epigrams, and lyrical fragments, 
— none of them strictly gnomic in their character. 

To modem readers the wisdom of the poets whom we have 
considered will perhaps appear trite and commonplace, their 
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inspiration tame, their style pedestrian. But their contem- 
poraries were far from arriving at this criticism. To obtain 
concise and abstract maxima upon the ethics of society, 
politics, and education, was to them a new and inestimable 
privilege. In the gnomic poets the morality which had been 
merely implicit in Homer and Hesiod, received separate 
treatment and distinct expression. The wisdom which had 
been gradually collecting for centuries in the Greek mind, 
was tersely and lucidly condensed into a few pregnant sen- 
tences. These sentences formed the data for new syntheses 
and higher generalizations, the topics for enlarged investi- 1 
gation, the " middle axioms " between the scattered fects of/ 
life and the unity of philosophical system. We may regard 
the gnomic poets with interest, partly on account of the real; 
if rare, beauty of some of their fragments ; partly on account 
of their historical and illustrative value ; partly because all 
efforts of the human mind in its struggle for emancipation, and 
all stages in its development, are worthy of attentive study. 
To the sophists, to the orators, to Socrates and his friends, to 
the tragic writers, to educated men at large in Hellas, they 
were authorities on moral questions ; and their maxims, which 
the progress of the centuries has rendered commonplace, 
appeared the sentences of weightiest wisdom, oracles almost, 
and precepts inspired by more than human prudence. 
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CHAPTER IV. 
THE SATIRISTS. 

Invention of the Iambic Metre.— Archilochus.— His Parentage and life. — 
His Fame among the Andents. — Ancient and Modem Modes of 
Judging Artists. — ^The Originality of Archilochus as a Poet — Simo- 
nides of Amoigos. — His Satire on Women.— The Ionian Contempt 
for Women. — Hipponax. — Limping Iambics. — Differences between 
the Satire of the Greeks and Romans. 

The Greeks displayed their aesthetic instinct in nothing more 
remarkably than in their exact adaptation of the forms of art 
to the nature of the subjects which they undertook to treat. 
The Hexameter had sufficed for the needs of the Epia The 
Elegiac had fulfilled the requirements of pathetic or contem- 
plative meditation. But with the development of the national 
genius a separate vehicle for satire was demanded. Archilo- 
chus of Paros created a new style, and presented in the Iambic 
metre a new instrument to the poets of his race. The circum- 
stances of the birth and parentage of Archilochus are significant 
He was the son of Telesicles, a noble Ionian, and of Enipo, a 
slave-woman. Thus from the very first there were inequalities 
in his circumstances which may have sufficed to sour his 
temper. His birth, which may be fixed about 729 B.C., was 
predicted, according to old tradition, by the oracle at Delphi. 
The same oracle busied itself at a later period with his death, 
by cursing the Naxian soldier Calondas, who had killed him in 
battle, because he had " slain the servant of the Muses." As 
the firagments which we possess of Archilochus render it difficult 
to understand the very high estimation in which he was held 
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by the Greeks, and which these stories indicate, it may be well 
to preface this account of him with some quotations from 
the ancient critics. Longinus,* to begin with, explains the 
incongruities of his poetry by saying that he ''dragged 
disorderly elements into his verse under the impulse of divine 
inspiration." Plato t calls him o vw^aroQ 'ApxiXoxoQ^ the 
prince of sages, which, in the mouth of a philosopher, is 
the highest panegyric, 'the Alexandrian critic Aristophanes, 
when asked which of the poems of Archilochus he liked 
best, answered with laconic brevity, " the longest." Hadrian^ 
in an epigram, says that the Muses turned the attention 
of Archilochus to mad Iambics, in order that their darling 
Homer might not have so dangerous a rival in the field of 
the Epic. All antiquity agreed in naming him second only 
to Homer: "Maximus poeta aut certe sununo proximus," 
says Valerius Maximus. The birthdays of Homer and 
Archilochus were celebrated on the same day; their busts 
were joined in Janus fashion — two faces and one head: 
Hippodromus the Sophist § called Homer the Voice, Archilo- 
chus the Breath or Soul, of the students of wisdom. The 
epithet KaKkitrroQ was ascribed to him because of his perfect 
style, though the subjects of his poetry were anything but 
beautifiil. Qf this style Quintilian|| says that it excelled in 
" powerful as well as short and quivering sentences," that it 
contained " the greatest possible amoimt of blood and sinews." 
The highest praise which Gorgias could pronounce on Plato 
when he published his dilaogues upon the Sophists, Avas*to say 
that Athens had produced a new Archilochus. To multiply 
these panegyrics would be easy. But enough has been adduced 
to prove that the ancients looked on Archilochus as a worthy 
rival of Homer, as a poet supreme in his own department, as 
the creator of a new kingdom in poetry, as the sire of a long 

• On the SitbHme^ xxxiii. 5. f Rep.^ 365, c. J Anih. Pal., vii. 674, 

^Phiiosir, Bhi Soph., 620. 11 x. 1. 60. 

H 2 



Digitized by 



Google 



100 • THE GREEK POETS. 

line of mighty artists. What remains of the verse of Archilo- 
chus and what we know of his life are curiously at variance 
with this enthusiasm. Nothing proves the difference between 
ancient and modem views of art more strongly than the fact 
that all antiquity concurred in regarding as a divinely inspired 
benefactor of the human race, a man who in the present day 
would have been hunted from society with execrations. This 
son of the slave-woman, born in an Ionian island, where license 
was more tolerated than in a Dorian state, devoted himself to 
satire, making his genius the instrument of private hate, and 
turning the golden gifts of the Muses to the service of his selfish 
spite. A greater contrast cannot be conceived than that which 
exists between Homer, the priest of Gods and Heroes, the 
poet of high actions and lofty passions, whose own life is buried 
in sacred and sublime mystery, and this satirist who saw the 
world with jaundiced eyes, prying about for subjects of his 
Avrath and bitterness and scorn, whose themes were the 
passions of his own black heart, the sordid misadventures of 
his vulgar personality. It was this contrast between Archilochus 
and Homer that gave the former a right in the estimation of the 
Greeks to take equal rank with the Father of the Epos. He, 
the greatest poet next in date to Homer, by virtue of a divine 
originality of genius, exercised his art in exactly the opposite 
field to that which Homer ruled as his demesne. Clearer 
sign than this of inspiration could not be demanded ; and how 
should posterity withhold its gratitude from the poet who had 
unlocked a new chamber of the treasure-house of art? This 
was how the ancients reasoned, instead of measuring their 
poets, as the modems try to do, by moral standards and 
conventional conceptions of propriety. 

The facts of the life of Archilochus are briefly these. He 
was engaged to be married to Neobul^, daughter of Lycambes. 
Her father retracted his consent to the marriage, having 
possibly discovered that the temper of his proposed son-in-law 
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was a mixture of gall, wormwood, vinegar, verjuice, vitriol, and 
nitric acid. Thereupon, as Horace says : — 

" Archilochum proprio rabies ormavit iambo." 

He made the Iambic metre his own, and sharpened it into 
a terrible weapon of attack. Each verse he Avrote was polished 
and pointed like an arrow-head. Each line was steeped in the 
poison of hideous charges against his sweetheart; her sisters, 
and her father. The set of poems which he produced, and, as 
it would appear, recited publicly at the festival of Demeter, 3 
were so charged with wit and fire, that the country rang with 
them. The daughters of Lycambes, tradition avers, went C4>^v^^ 
straightway and hanged themselves — unable to endure the flight 
of fiery serpents that had fallen on them : for, to quote the 
words of Browning, Archilochus had the art of writing verse 
that " bit into the live man's flesh like parchment," that sent 
him wandering, branded and for ever shamed, about his native 
streets and fields. After this murderous exhibition of his 
power Archilochus left Paros.* 

** Away with Paros ! her figs and fishy life ! " 

He removed to Thasos, where the Parians founded a colony * 

But Thasos was worse than Paros :t " Like the backbone of an 
ass it stood bristling with wild wood ; for, in sooth it is not a 
fair land, or pleasant, or delightful, like that which spreads by 
Siris* stream." It was here he threw his shield away in a battle 
with the Thracians, and gave Horace and Alcaeus a precedent 
by writing a poem on his want of prowess. The remainder of 
his life was spent in wandering. He visited Sparta, where, 
however, he was not suffered to remain an hour. The Ephors 
judged rightly that this runaway soldier and foul-mouthed 
Ionian satirist might corrupt the Spartan youth, or sow dissen- 
sion in the State. The publication of his works was forbidden 

• Bcrgk, Poeta Lyrici, p. 696. t -^. p. 689. 
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in this, the most conservative of all Greek States. Finally 
Archilochus returned to Paros, and was killed in battle by a 
native of Naxos. A more unhappy exbtence, wretched in 
itself and the cause of wretchedness to others, can scarcely be 
imagined, if the tale of the life of Archilochus be true. Dis- 
honoured by the inequality of his parentage, slighted in the 
matter of his marriage, discontented at home, restless and 
rejected abroad, he seems to have been formed by the facts 
of his biography for the creation of Satire. And this is his 
greatest title to fame. 

It is possible that the Iambic metre existed before the date 
of Archilochus. An old myth connectsit with the festivals of 
Demeter. Demeter, it is said, could not be made to laugh 
after her daughter's loss, until a nymph, lamb^, by her jests 
and sarcasms, raised a smile upon her lips. This legend proves 
that the Greeks referred the origin of the Iambic to those jokes 
and gibes which were common in the feasts of Demeter, and 
from the licentious mirth of which the satiric element of 
Comedy was developed. The Iambic is nearest in cadence 
to the language of common life ; it is therefore the fit vehicle 
for dialogue, and for all poetry that deals with common and 
domestic topics. Again, it is essentially rapid in movement : 
Horace speaks oi celeres Iambi; Hadrian calls them Xvo-o-wn-cc 
utfifioi: this rapidity fitted them for sharp attack and swift 
satiric pungency. Admitting then that the metre may have 
been employed in early attempts at colloquial satire, Archilo- 
* chus, perceiving its capacities, fashioned it to suit the purpose 
of his own consummate art He was celebrated among the 
ancients for having perfected the metres belonging to what 
they called the dnrXuffiov ycVoc,, as distinguished from the 'iaov 
yivoQ — that is to say, the Iambic and Trochaic rhythms, in 
which either the arsis or the thesis has twice the time 
of the other. In a trochee the first syllable equals two 
of the same time as the second ; in an iamb this order is 
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reversed ; whereas the dactyl and the spondee, on which the 
hexameter and elegiac metres are based, are feet, each member 
of which has the same time, the two shorts of the dactyl being 
equivalent to the second long of the spondee. Archilochus, 
if not absolutely the inventor, was the creator of these two 
metres, the Iambic and Trochaic, as truly as Homer was the 
creator of the heroic measure. No proof of the power of his 
genius can be greater than the fact that, whatever changes 
may have been subsequently wrought in the Iambic and Tro- 
chaic metres, they remained substantially the same as those 
which Archilochus employed, whether afterwards adapted to 
Satire, Tragedy, or Comedy. While speaking of Archilochus 
as a technical artist, it ought to be mentioned that he gave 
further proof of his originality by elaborating the metrical 
systems which the Greeks called Asynart^tes, or imconnected. 
These consisted of a mixture of dactylic and anapaestic with 
trochaic feet. The Ithyphallic, which was marked by a suc- 
cession of three trochees at the end of the line, was the most 
distinguished. 

To translate Archilochus is almost impossible. His merit 
is the perfection of style, which will admit of no transplanta- 
tion. His language is the language of common life, exqui- 
sitely chosen, and kept within the most exact limits, with a 
view to the production of a carefully studied effect. It is 
hopeless to reader such fragments as we possess without 
making them seem coarse or prosy, the poefs supremacy 
having been achieved by his artistic handling of vernacular 
Greek. When we compare its pithy terseness with the flowing 
grandeur of the Epic — a grandeur which had already become 
conventional in Greece, a fluency which poetasters abused — it 
is easy to understand that the racy epigrams of Archilochus, 
in which the subject was set forth with exquisite point and 
without circumlocution, must have been an acceptable novelty 
to his audience. Greek sculptiure is not more pure in outline 
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than the following fragment,* which sets before our eyes the 
figure of a girl embossed on marble or engraved in 
chalcedony : 

ixovca QaWhv /ivp<rlvifc MpicfTo 
poCrJQ Tt KoXbv dvBoQf t; it oc c^/ii} 
tUfiovQ Karcfficia^c cac fitrafptpa, 

Archilochus flourished between 714 and 676 b.c. The date 
of the next Iambic poet, Simonides of Amorgos, is 660 ac. 
It is noticeable that both of these satirists are Ionian. The 
relaxation of Ionian life and the freedom of Ionian manners, 
as concerned the artist and the public, rendered the develop- 
ment of satire in Ionia more natural than it could ever have 
been in a Dorian state. Simonides owes his celebrity to a 
poem upon women, a very ungallant production of 119 lines, 
which presents one of the most curious examples upon record 
of a perfectly smooth and yet crushing satire. The Iambic 
lines flow quietly and swiftly off the poet's lips, in mild and 
polished phraseology, with none of the concentrated fury 
of Archilochus. Yet Simonides aims at no less than destroying 
the character of a whole sex. In a sort of gentle, well-man- 
nered, lazy way he is successful, not so much by persuading us 
through examples, after the method of Juvenal, that his satire is 
justified, as by the imperturbable expression of a profound con- 
viction. The interest of this poem is very great, as marking a 
departure from the personalities of Archilochus and an attempt 
to introduce generalities into the region of satiric delineation. 
In this respect it is in Greek literature almost unique. The 
rhetorical treatment of a problem of social ethics from the 
point of view of satire was, as we shall see hereafter, alien to 
Greek literature. 

This is the plan of the poem. Simonides describes the 

• Bergk, p. 691. 
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nature of the different sorts of women by comparing them suc- 
cessively to a hog, a fox, a dog, mud, sea-water, an ass, a weasel, 
a mare, an ape, a bee. Thus there are ten kinds, and only one 
respectable or industrious. He rushes at once in medias res 
" God made the mind of women in the beginning of different 
qualities : for one he fashioned of a bristly hog ; iil whose 
house everything tumbles about in disorder, bespattered with 
mud, and rolls upon the ground: she, dirty, with unwashed 
clothes, sits and grows fat in a dung-heap." The woman like 
mud is thus hit off : " This woman is ignorant of everything 
both good and bad ; her only accomplishment is eating : 
cold though the winter be, she is too stupid to draw near the 
fire." Here is the woman who takes after the sea : " She has 
two minds ; when she laughs and is glad, the stranger seeing her 
at home will give her praise — there is not a better woman than 
this on the earth, no, nor a fairer; but another day she is 
unbearable, not to be looked at or approached, but she is right 
mad. To friend and foe she is alike implacable and odious. 
Thus as the sea often is calm and innocent, a great delight to 
sailors in summer-time, and oftentimes again is frantic, tearing 
along with roaring billows ; so is this woman in her temper." 
The woman who resembles a mare offers other disagreeable 
qualities. She is " delicate and long-haired, unfit for drudgery 
or toil : sAe would not touch the mill or lift the sieve or clean 
the house out ! She bathes twice or thrice a day, and smears 
herself with myrrh ; then she wears her hair combed out, long 
and wavy, decked with flowers. It follows that this woman is 
a rare sight to one's guests, but to her husband she's a curse, 
unless he be a tyrant who prides himself on such expensive 
luxuries." The ape-like wife is treated even worse. But at last 
we reach the bee : " The man who gets her is lucky ; to her 
alone belongs no blame : his property thrives and increases 
under her; and loving with a loving helpmate she grows 
old, the mother of a fair and famous race. Such wives are 
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the best and wisest Zeus grants to men." Yet even after 
this pretty picture Simonides winds up with a comprehensive 
condemnation of the female sex : '^ Zeus made this supreme 
evil — women : even though they seem to be of good, when one 
has got one, she becomes a plague.'* 

The spirit of this invective is derived in a great measure 

from Hesiod, whose myth of Pandora marked his estimate 

of women, and whose precepts concerning the choice of a 

wife must have depressed the Boeotian bachelors with the 

certainty that nine women out of ten would prove a curse. 

This is predsely the proportion of bad to good that Sitoonides 

establishes. His tenth and virtuous wife is praised because 

she is industrious and quiet, and the mother of many children. 

We here get the primitive ideal of the help meet for man. 

Modem theorists would condemn it as the model of a slave. 

And it is certain that, as Greek civilization advanced, without 

a corresponding elevation of the conception of wifehood, the 

chivalrous sentiment of the Greeks sought other channels than 

that of sexual love, exalting a form of passionate friendship 

between men as the real source of heroic action and aspiring 

thought The outline traced by Simonides was filled in by 

subsequent satirists. Susarion, the Comic Poet, makes this 

grandiloquent proclamation : " Hear, O ye people ! These 

are the words of Susarion of Tripodiscus, Philinus' son, of 

Megara : Woman is a curse !" Aristophanes in his plays, the 

Lysistrata, the Thcsmophoriazusa^ and the Ecciesiazusa, gives 

to the Athenian women all the attributes of the hog, the ape, 

the clay, the sea, and the fox ; in the Clauds he draws the 

re of one who is like the blood-mare ; but he does not 

even by way of parody, that there existed any bees. 

Greeks never learned the art of making women their 

anions in the noblest sense. It must, however, be borne 

ind that the lonians were less civilized in this respect 

the Dorians, who had a higher regard for the excellences 
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of women, and allowed them greater liberty.* Simonides is 
expressing Ionian rather than Dorian sentiments. 

Next in date to Simonides among the lambographers ranks 
Hipponax of Ephesus, who flourished about 540 B.C. He too 
was an Ionian. The satire which Archilochus had directed 
against private enemies, was extended, as we have seen, by 
Simonides to a whole sex ; and thus its purely selfish cha- 
racter had been considerably modified. But Hipponax re- 
stored it to its primitive function. He used the Iambic as 
a weapon of personal attack : and as Archilochus had shot 
his arrows against Lycambes and his daughters, so Hipponax 
found a butt in Bupalus and Athenis, sculptors of Chios. 
These t\i'0 artists had begun by ridiculing the poet, who was 
short and thin and ugly. They seem to have made caricatures 
of him, piquing themselves no doubt upon the durability of 
the marble in which they worked. But they found more than 
their match in Hipponax, whose biting verses are said to have 
driven Bupalus to hang himself. Whether this is a mere echo 
of the tale of Lycambes remains doubtful ; but at any rate the 
statues of the sculptor have perished, while the poet's Iambics 
exist in sufficient force to justify his reputation among the 
ancients for having been the most caustic, crabbed, and sour 
of satuists. They called him 6 xinrpoc, and in their epigrams 
made merry over his traditional bad temper. Leonidas of 
Tarentum, for instance, warns travellers not to touch his 
tomb, lest they should rouse the sleeping wasp, and Alcasus of 
Messene says that no ivy, vine, or rose should adorn his 
grave, but only thorns and thistles. 

In order apparently to bring the metre still more within the 
sphere of prose and common speech, Hipponax ended his 
Iambics with a spondee or a trochee instead of an iambus, doing 
thus the utmost violence to the rhythmical structure. These 

• Plutarch's Life of Cleomencs contains two historical pictures of 
heroic wifehood. 
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deformed and mutilated verses were called x^^^^t^fl^*^ ^^ lafiftoi 
vKal^oyTiQ^ lame or limping Iambics. They communicate a 
curious crustiness to the style. The Choliambi are in poetry 
what the dwarf or cripple is in human nature. Here again, by 
their acceptance of this halting metre, the Greeks displayed 
their acute aesthetic sense of propriety, recognizing the harmony 
which subsists between crabbed verses and the distorted 
subjects with which they dealt — the vices and perversions of 
humanity — as well as their agreement with the snarling spirit 
of the satirist Deformed verse was suited to deformed 
morality. Meanwhile it is but just to Hipponax to record 
that he appears to have been a sincere castigator of crime, 
extravagance, and folly. Without the sublime perfection and 
fervid energy of Archilochus, he does not seem to have 
shared the unamiable personal qualities of the greater poet 
Two of his lines give a sufficient notion of his style : — 

Iv* rifii^i yvpaiKoc tltrtv f/Oiarai, 
hrav ya/Ay rcc K&K^py rtBvtiKviav, 

A woman gives two days of happiness to man, in her bridal 
and her burial. 

The satire which these three lonians, Archilochus, Simonides, 
and Hipponax, inaugurated in Greece, was continued by the 
Attic comic poets. Satire in the Roman and the modem 
sense of the term never fioiuished among the Greeks. The 
life of the Agora, the Ecclesia, and the Theatre was too com- 
plete and free to need the supplement of rhetorical invective 
intended either for reading or for recitation. Of satirical 
comments upon individuals and of pasquinades of every kind 
the Greeks had plenty. We hear, for example, that Alcaeus 
exercised his poetical talent in satirizing Pittacus, and one of 
the most considerable fragments of Anacreon contains a very 
ludicrous caricature of Artemon, his rival for the affections of a 
certain yellow-haired Eurypyle. But their satire did not incline 
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to the form which the earlier writers of Iambics had invented. 
It found its true sphere in the Dorian Comedy of Epicharmus 
and the Athenian Comedy of Aristophanes, who combined the 
personalities of Archilochus and the generalities of Simonides 
in his own consmnmate work of dramatic art. Among the lost 
treasures of Greek literature we have to regret few things more 
than the plays of the Syracusan Epicharmus, from whom we 
might have learned directly what now we can only infer — ^that 
the Dorians, when uncontrolled by the severe taste of Sparta, 
indulged a humour for drollery and sarcasm, which, though 
rougher than that of the lonians, must have had its own flavour 
of raciness and fun. Roman Satire mamtained a strictly moral 
intention ; facU indignaiio versus is the motto of Juvenal, while 
Horace holds the mirror of worldly philosophy to the follies 
and the vices of his age, and Persius applies the canons of 
Stoical Ethics to the phenomena of society as he observed 
them. This is the lead which our modem satirists — the Regnier 
of France, the Dryden or the Pope of England, have followed. 
Greek literature furnishes no specimen of this species of com- 
position. Wherever in the Comedies of Aristophanes, or the 
Dialogues of Lucian, or the Epigrams of the Anthology, we meet 
with satire, we find the simple motives of Archilochus and 
Simonides at work. Personal animosity gives a barb and a 
venom to the shaft : or the poet delineates with more or less of 
comic wit the social anomalies which have struck his fancy. 
Of serious invective and of moral preaching, the Greeks, in 
their satiric art at least, knew nothing. Plato himself is only 
accidentally a satirist in the sense of the term which we 
modems have adopted from the Romans. 
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CHAPTER V. 

7 HE LYRIC POETS. 

The ^Esthetic Instinct of the Greeks in their Choice of Metres. — 
Different Species of Lyrical Poetry.— The Fragments in Bergk's Col^ 
lection. — Proemia. — Prosodia. — Parthenia. — Poean. — Hyporchem . 
— Dithyramb. — Phallic Hymn. — Epinikia. — ThrenoL — Scolia. — 
^olian and Dorian Lyrists. — The Flourishing Period of Lesbos. — 
Sappho. — Alceus. — Anacreon. — Nationality of the Dorian Lyrists. — 
Spartan Education. — Alcman. — Arion. — Stesichorus. — Ibycus. — 
Simonides. — Greek Troubadours.— Style of Simonides.— Pindar. 

To compress into a single essay all that should be said about 
the Greek lyrical poets is impossible. . Yet by eliminating the 
writers of elegies and iambics, who have been considered 
separately as gnomic poets and satirists, the field is somewhat 
narrowed. Simonides of Amorgos, Archilochus, Theognis, 
Solon, not to mention lesser names, are by this process legiti- 
mately excluded. The ^^olian lyrists, with Sappho at their 
head, and the so-called Dorian lyrists, who culminate in 
Pindar, remain. Casting a glance backwards into the remote 
shadows of antiquity, we find that lyrical poetry, like all art in 
Greece, took its origin in connection with primitive Nature- 
worship. The song* of Linus, referred to by Homer in his 
description of the shield of Achilles, was a lament sung by 
reapers for the beautiful dead youth who symbolized the decay 

* roTffiv V iv fil<r<roc<rt fr^'t'c ^Spfityyi \tyeiy 
tfup6tv KiOuptZi' Xivoy c' vvb KoXbv andtv 
\twra\iy ^uivy. — //uuf, xviii. 569. 
Bergk {Poefa Lyricl Graci^ 3 vols., Leipsic, 1866) gives an old Greek 
Linus-song on p. 1297. 
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of summer's prime. In the funeral chant for Adonis, women 
bewailed the fleeting splendour of the spring ; and Hyadnthus, 
loved and slain by Phoebus, whom the Laconian youths and 
maidens honoured, was again a type of vernal loveliness 
deflowered. The Bacchic songs of alternating mirth ahd 
sadness, which gave birth, through the Dithyramb, to Tragedy, 
and through the Comus-hymn to Comedy, marked the waxing 
and the waning of successive years, the pulses of the heart of 
Nature, to which men listened as the months passed over them. 
In their dim b^;innings these elements of Greek poetry are 
hardly to be distinguished from the dirges and the raptures of 
Asiatic ceremonial, in which the dance and chant and song 
were mingled in a vague monotony — generation after genera- 
tion expressing the same emotions according to traditions 
handed down from their forefathers. But the Greek genius was 
endowed with the faculty of distinguishing, differentiating, 
vitalizing, what the Oriental nations lefl hazy and confused 
and inert Therefore with the very earliest stirrings of con- 
scious art in Greece, we remark a powerful specializing 
tendency. Articulation succeeds to mere interjectional utter- 
ance. Separate forms of music and of metre are devoted, 
with the unerring instinct of a truly aesthetic race, to the 
expression of the several moods and passions of the soul. An 
imconscious psychology leads by intuitive analysis to the 
creation of distinct branches of composition, each accurately 
adapted to its special purpose. From the very first commence- 
ment of their literature, the Greeks thus determined separate 
styles and established critical canons, which, though empirically 
and spontaneously formed, were based on real relations 
between the moral and aesthetical sides of art, between feeling 
and expression, substance and form. The Hexameter was 
consecrated to epical narrative; the Elegy was confined to 
songs of lament or meditation ; the Iambic assumed a satiric 
character. To have written a narrative in Iambics or a satire 
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in Hexameters would have been odious to Greek taste : the 
stately march of the Dactylic metre seemed unfit for snarling 
and invective; the quick flight of the Iambic did not carry 
weight enough or volume to sustain a lengthy narrative. In 
the same way the infinite divisions of lyrical poetry had all their 
own peculiar proprieties. How could, a poet have bewailed 
his loves or losses in the stately structxure of the Pindaric ode ? 
Conversely, a hymn to Phoebus required more sonorousness and 
elaboration than the recurring stanzas of the Sapphic or Alcaic 
offered. It was the business, therefore, of the Greek poet, 
after duly considering his subject, to select the special form of 
poetry consecrated by long usage for his particular purpose, to 
conform his language to some species of music inseparable 
from that style, and then, within the prescribed limits both of 
metre and of melody, to exercise his imagination as freely as 
he could, and to produce novelty. This amount of fixity in 
the forms of poetry and music arose firom the exquisite tact and 
innate taste of the Greek race. It was far firom being a piece 
of scholastic pedantry or of Chinese conservatism. No ; the 
diction, metre, and music of an elegy or an ode tended to 
assume a certain form as naturally as the ingredients of a ruby 
ot a sapphire crystallize into a crimson or an azure stone. 
The discrimination shown by the Greeks in all the technicalities 
of art remained in fiiU vigour till the decline of their litera- 
ture. It was not until the Alexandrian age that they began to 
confound these delicate distinctions, and to use the Idyllic 
Hexameter for all subjects, whether narrative, descriptive, 
elegiac, encomiastic, hymeneal.* Then, and not till then, the 
Greeks descended to that degradation of art which prevailed, 



* Many poems of the Syracussm Idyllists are valuable historically 

as adaptations of the Hexameter to subjects essentially lyrical. In the 

Adooiazusae, the Epithalamium Helense, the Lament for Bion, &c., we 

^ trace a lyrical inspiration overlaid by the Idyllic form. Theocritus must 

have worked on the lines of old choral poetry. 
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for instance, in England during what we call the classic period 
of our literature. Under the influence of Dryden and of Pope, 
an English poet used no metre but the heroic couplet, whether 
he were writing a play, an epigram, a satire, an epic, an 
eclogue, an elegy, or a didactic epistle; thus losing all elasticity 
of style, all the force which appropriate form communicates to 
thought 

To describe the minute subdivisions of the art of lyric poetry 
in Greece, to show how wisely their several limits were pre- 
scribed, how firmly adhered to, and to trace the connexion of 
choral song with all the affairs of public and private life, would 
be a task of some magnitude. Colonel Mure, in a well-known 
passage, writes : — " From Olympus down to the workshop or 
the sheep-fold, from Jove and Apollo to the wandering mendi- 
cant, every rank and degree of the Greek community, divine 
or human, had its own proper allotment of poetical celebration. 
The gods had their hymns, nomes, pseans, dithyrambs ; great 
men had their encomia and epmikia ; the votaries of pleasure 
their erotica and symposiaca ; the mourner his threnodia and 
elegies ; the vine-dresser had his epilenia ; the herdsmen their 
bucolica; even the beggar his eiresione and chelidonisma." 
Lyrical poetry in Greece was not produced, like poetry in 
modem times, for the student, by men who find they have a 
taste for versifying. It was intimately intertwined with actual 
life, and was so indispensable that every town had its profes- 
sional poets and choruses, just as every church in Europe now 
has its organist, of greater or less pretension. The mass of 
lyrical poetry which must have existed in Greece was probably 
enormous. We can only compare it to the quantity of church 
music that exists in Germany and Italy, in MS. and print, good, 
bad, and indifferent, unknown and unexplored, so voluminous 
that no one ventures to sift it or reduce it to order. Of this 
large mass we possess the fragments. Just as the rocky islands 
of the iEgean Archipelago testify to the existence of a sub- 
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merged tract of mountain-heights and valleys, whose summits 
alone appear above the waves, so the odes of Pindar, the waifs 
and strays of Sappho, Simonides, and others, are evidences of 
the loss we have sustained. They prove that beneath the 
ocean of time and oblivion remain for ever buried thousands 
and thousands of supreme works of art To collect the frag- 
ments, to piece them together, to ponder over them until their 
scattered indications oflfer some suggestion of the whole which 
has been lost, is all that remains to the modem student. Like 
the mutilated marbles of Praxiteles, chips broken oflf from 
bas-reliefs and statues, which are disinterred from the ruins of 
Rome or Herculaneum, the minutest portions of the Greek 
lyrists have their value. We must be thankftil for any twa 
words of Sappho that survive in authentic juxtaposition, for any 
hemistich that may be veritably styled a relic of " some tender- 
hearted scroll of pure Simonides." Chance has wrought fan- 
tastically with these relics. The lyrists, even in classical days,, 
fell comparatively early into neglect. They were too condensed 
in language, too difficult in style, too sublime in imagination 
for the pedants of the later Empire. • Long before its close^ 
Greek literature was oppressed with its own wealth; in the 
words of Livy, magnitudine laboravit sud. Taste, too, began to 
diange ; sophistic treatises, idyllic verses, novelettes in prose, 
neat epigrams, usurped upon the grander forms of composition. 
The stagnation, again, of civic life under imperial sway proved 
unfavourable to the composition of national odes iand to choric 
celebrations in which whole peoples took a part. So disdainful 
in her almsgiving has fortune been, that she has only flung to 
us the Epinikian odes of Pindar ; while his hymns to the gods, 
his processional chants, his funeral dirges, are lost Young 
Athens, Alexandria, and Byzantium cared, we may conceive, 
for poems which shed lustre on athletic sports and horse-racing. 
Trainers, boxers, riders, chariot-drivers — all the muscular sec- 
tion of the public — had some interest in bygone Pythian or 
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Olympian victories. But who sought to preserve the antiquated 
hymns to Phoebus and to 2^us, when the rites of Isis and Serapis 
and the Phrygian mother were in vogue? The outspoken 
boldness of the Erotic and Satiric lyrists stood them in bad 
stead. When Theodora was exhibiting her naked charms in 
the arena, who could commend the study of Anacreon in the 
schoolroom? Degeneracy of public morals and prudery of 
literary taste go not unfrequently together. Therefore, the 
emperor Julian proscribed Archilochus ; and what Julian pro- 
scribed the Christians sought to extirpate. To destroy an ode 
of Sappho was a good work. Consequently, we possess no 
complete edition of even a section of the works of any lyrist 
except Pindar ; what remains of the others has been preserved 
in the works of critics, anecdote-mongers, and grammarians ; 
who cite tantalizing passages to prove a rule in syntax, to 
illustrate a legend or a custom, to exemplify a canon of taste. 
Imbedded in ponderous prose, these splintered jewels escaped 
the iconoclastic zeal of the monks. Thanks be to Athenaeus 
above all men (the author of an imaginary dialogue in fifteen 
bulky books on every topic of Greek history), to Longinus, 
to Philostratus, to Maximus Tyrius, to Plutarch the moralist, 
to Stobseus, to Hephaestion, to Herodian, and to the host of 
other Dryasdusts fi-om whose heaps of shot rubbish Bergk and 
his predecessors have sorted out the fragments of extinguished 
stars ! As a masterpiece of patient, self-denying, scientific, 
exhaustive investigation, the three volumes of Bergk are un- 
rivalled. Every author of antiquity has been laid under contri- 
bution, subjected to critical analysis, compared and confronted 
with his fellow-witnesses. The result, reduced to the smallest 
possible compass, yields a small glittering heap of pure gold- 
dust, a little handfiil of auriferous deposit sifted from number- 
less river-beds, crushed firom huge masses of unfertile quartz. 
In our admiration of the scholar's ingenuity, we almost forget 
our sorrow for so much irreparable waste. 

I 2 
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Before proceeding to consider the justice of the time-honoured 
division of Greek Lyrics into .^Eolian and Dorian, it will be well 
to pass in review a few of the principal classes into which 
Greek choral poetry may be divided. Only thus can any idea 
of its richness and variety be formed. The old Homeric vfivoi^ 
or hymns dedicated to special deities, were intended to be sung 
at festivals and rhapsodical contests. Their technical name 
was Proemia, or preludes— preludes, that is, to a longer recita- 
tion ; and on this account, as they were chanted by the poet 
himself, they were written in hexameters. With them, there- 
fore, we have nothing here to do. Processional hymns, or 
Prosodia, on the contrary, were strictly lyrical, and constituted 
a large portion of the poetry of Pindar, Alcman, and Stesichorus. 
They were sung at solemn festivals by troops of men and 
maidens walking, crowned with olive, myrtle, bay, or oleander, 
to the shrines. Their style varied with the occasion and the 
character of the deity to whom they were addressed. When 
Hecuba led her maidens in dire necessity to the shrine of 
Pallas, the Prosodion was solemn and earnest When Sopho- 
cles, with lyre in hand, headed the chorus round the trophy 
of Salamis, it was victorious and martial. If we wish to 
present to our mind a picture of these processional cere- 
monies, we may study the frieze of the Parthenon preserved 
among the Elgin Marbles. Those long lines of maidens and 
young men, with baskets in their hands, with flowers and palm- 
branches, with censers and sacred emblems, are marching to 
the sound of flutes and lyres, and to the stately rhythms ot 
antiphonal chanting. When they reach the altar of the god a 
halt is made ; the libations are poured ; and now the music 
changes to a solemn and spondaic measure — for the term 
spondaic seems to be derived from the fact that the libation • 
hymn was composed in a grave and heavy metre of full feet 
Hephaestion has preserved a spondaic verse of Terpander which 
illustrates this rhythm : — 
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mrMiiffUv ralg Mvdfia^ 
iraifflv Mi^ffOfc 
Kai Ti} Mvtrapxv 
Aarov( vicl. 

In the age of Greek decadence the honours of the Prosodion 
were sometimes paid to men. Athenaeus presents this lively 
picture of the procession which greeted Demetrius Poliorketes : 
"When Demetrius returned from Leucadia and Corcyra to 
Athens, the Athenians received him not only with incense and 
garlands and libations, but they even sent out processional 
choruses, and greeted him with Ithyphallic hymns and dances : 
stationed by his chariot-wheels, they sang and danced and 
chanted that he alone was a real god ; the rest were sleeping, 
or were on a journey, or did not exist ; they called him son of 
Poseidon and Aphrodite, eminent for beauty, universal in his 
goodness to mankind; then they prayed and besought and 
supplicated him like a god." The hymn which they sang may 
be read in Bergk, vol. iii. p. 13 14. It is one of the most 
interesting relics of antiquity.* 

A special kind of prosodia were the Parthenia, or proces- 
sional hymns of maidens ; such, for example, as the Athenian 
girls sang to Pallas while they climbed the staircase of the 
Parthenon. Aristophanes has presented us with a beautiful 
example of antiphonal Parthenia, at the end of his Lysistrata^ 
where choruses of Athenian and Spartan girls sing turn and 
turn about in rivaby. Alcman won his laurels at Sparta by 
the composition of this kind of hymn. A fragment (Bergk, 
p. 842) only remains to show what they were like : ** No more, 
ye honey-voiced, sweet-singing maidens, can my limbs support 

• Plutarch records with just indignation the honours of this sort paid by 
Aratus to Antigonus : *'He offered sacrifices, called Antigonea, in honour 
of Antigonus, and sang paeans himself, with a garland on his head, to the 
praise of a wasted^ consumptive Macedonian,^* (Life of Cleomenes,) The 
words in italics strongly express a true Greek sense of disgust for the 
barbarian and the weakling. 
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me : oh, oh, that I were a cerylus, who skims the flower of the 
sea with halcyons, of a dauntless heart, the sea-blue bird of 
spring!" Such Parthenia, when addressed to Phoebus, were 
called Daphnephorica ; for the maidens carried laurel-branches 
to his shrine. A more charming picture cannot be conceived 
than that which is presented to our fancy by these white-robed 
virgins, each with her rod of bay and crown of laurel-leaves, 
ascending the marble steps of the temple of the Dorian god. 
John Lyly, who had imbibed the spirit of Greek life, has 
>vritten a hymn, "Sing to Apollo, god of day!" which might 
well have been used at such a festival 

The Prosodia of which we have been speaking were ad- 
dressed to all the gods. But there were other choric hymns 
with special names, consecrated to the service of particular 
deities. Of this sort was the Paean, sung to Phoebus in his 
double character of a victorious and a healing god. The Paean 
was both a song of war and of peace ; it was the proper ac- 
companiment of the battle and the feast In like manner the 
Hyporchem, which, as its name implies, was always accom- 
panied by a dance, originally formed a portion of the cult of 
Phoebus. The chorus described in Iliad xviii. 590, and the 
glorious pageant of Olympus celebrated in the Hymn to 
Apollo, 186, were, technically speaking, Hyporchems. As 
the Paean and the Hyporchem were originally consecrated to 
Apollo, so the Dithyramb and the Phallic Hymn belonged to 
Dionysus. The Dithyramb never lost the tempestuous and 
enthusiastic character of Bacchic revelry ; but in time it grew 
from being a wild celebration of the mystic suflferings of 
Bacchus into the sublime art of Tragedy. Arion forms the 
point of this transition. He seems to have thrown a greater 
reality of passion and dramatic action into his choruses, which 
led to the introduction of dialogue, and so by degrees to 
Tragedy proper. Meanwhile the Dithyramb, as a tumultuous 
choric hymn, retained its individual existence. As Arion had 
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devoted his genius to the cultivation of the Tragic or Cyclic 
chorus, Lasos, the master of Pindar, stamped his own style 
upon the Dithyrambic ode as it continued to be used at festive 
meetings. Every town in Greece had its chorodidascalus, a 
functionary whom Aristophanes ridicules in the person of 
Kinesias* in the Birds. He is introduced warbling the wildest, 
windiest nonsense, and entreating to have a pair of wings given 
him that he may chase his airy ideas through the sky. The 
Phallic Hymn, from which in like manner Comedy took its 
origin, was a mad outpouring of purely animal exultation. 
Here the wine-god was celebrated as the pleasure-loving, 
drunken, lascivious deity. Aristophanes,t again, our truest 
source of information respecting all the details of Greek life, 
supplies us with an instance of one of these songs, and of 
the simple rites which accompanied its performance. In the 
^^og^A also, the master of Comedy has presented us with an 
elaborate series of Bacchic hynms. Here the Phallic and 
Satiric element is combined with something of the grandeur of 
the Dithyrambic Ode; the curious mixture of sarcasm, ob- 
scenity, and splendid poetry offers a striking instance of 
Greek religious feeling, so incomprehensible to modem minds. 
It is greatly to be regretted that our information respecting 
the Dithyramb and the Phallic Chorus has to be obtained 
from a dramatic poet rather than from any perfect specimens 
of these compositions. Bergk's collection, full as it is, yields 
nothing§ but hints and fragments. 

Passing to the Lyrics, which were connected with circum- 
stances of human life, the first to be mentioned are Epinikia, 
or odes sung in honour of victors at the games. Of these, in 
the splendid series of Pindar and in the fragments of Simo- 

* See Frere, vol. ii. pp. 200 and 201. 

t See Tr. o( Achantiam^ Frere, vol. ii. p. 17. 

J Frerc's Translation, vol. ii. pp. 241-7245. 

§ See however the interesting archaic hymns to Dionysus, pp. 1299, 1300. 
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nides, we have abundant examples. We are also able to trace 
their development from the simple exclamation of • r^vcXXa i 
KaXKiyiKe, the composition of which was ascribed to Archi- 
lochus, and which Pindar looked back upon with scornful 
triumph. Indeed, in his hands, to use the phrase of Words- 
worth, "the thing became a trumpet, whence he blew soul- 
animating strains." The Epinikian Ode was the most costly 
and splendid flower in the victor's wreath. Pindar compares 
the praise which he pours forth for Diagoras the Rhodian 
to noblest wine foaming in the golden goblet, which a father 
gives to honour his son-in-law, the prime and jewel of his 
treasure-house. The occasions on which siich odes were sung 
were various — either when the victor was being cro\vned, or 
when he was returning to his native city, or by torchlight 
during the ending of the victorious day, or at a banquet after 
his reception in his^home. On one of these occasions the 
poet would appear with his trained band of singers and 
musicians, and, taking his stand by the altar of the god to 
whom the victor offered a thanksgiving sacrifice, would guide 
the choric stream of song through strophe and antistrophe and 
epode, in sonorous labyrinths of eulogy and mythological 
allusion — ^prayer, praise, and admonition mingling with the 
fumes of intoxicating poetry. Of all these occasions the most 
striking must have been the commemoration of a victory in 
the temple of Zeus at Altis, near Olympia, by moonlight 
The contest has taken place during the day; and the olive 
wreath has been placed upon the head, say of Myronides, 
from Thebes. Having rested from his labours, after the bath 
and the banquet, crowned with his victorious garland and with 
fillets bound about his hair, he stands surrounded by his 
friends. Zeus, in ivory and gold, looks down from his marble 
pedestal. Through the open roof shines a moon of the south, 

• Bergk, p. 716; Pindar, ix. i. 

Digitized by VjOOQIC 



THE LYRIC POETS. I2i 

glancing aslant on statue and column and carved bas-relief; 
while below, the red glare of torches, paling its silver, flickers 
with fitful crimson on the glowing faces of young men. Then 
swells the choral hymn, with praise of Myronides and praise of 
Thebes, and stormy flights of fancy shooting beyond sun and 
stars. At its close follow libation, dedication, hands upraised 
in prayer to Zeus. Then the trampling of sandalled feet upon 
the marble floor, the procession with songs still sounding 
to the temple-gate, and on a sudden, lo ! tlie full moon, the 
hills, and plain, and solemn night of stars. The band dis- 
perses, and the Comus succeeds to the thanksgiving. 

As a contrast to the Epinikia we may take the different 
kinds of llirenoi, or funeral songs. The most primitive was 
called Epikedeion, a dirge or coronach, improvised by women 
over the bodies of the dead.* The lamentations of Helen and 
Andromache for Hector, and of the slave-girls for Patroclus, 
are Homeric instances of this species. Euripides imitates 
them in his tragedies — in the dirge sung by Antigone, for 
instance, in the Phcenissce, and in the wailings of Hecuba 
for Astyanax in the Troades. A different kind of Threnos 
were the songs of Linus, Hyacinth, Adonis, and others, to 
which I have already alluded in the beginning of this essay. 
The finest extant specimen of this sort is Bion's Lament for 
Adonis, which, however, was composed in the Idyllic age, 
when the hexameter had been substituted for the richer and ■ 
more splendid lyric metres. A third class of Threnos con- 
sisted of complex choral hymns composed by poets like 
Simonides or Pindar, to be sung at funeral solemnities. Many 
of our most precious lyric fragments, those which embody 

• It is interesting to observe that this custom of the funeral dirge, 
improvised with wild inspiration by women, has been preserved almost to 
the present day in Corsica. A collection of these coronachs, called Voceri 
in the language of the island, was published in 1855 at Bastia, by Cesare 
Fabiani. 
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philosophical reflections on life and dim previsions of another 
world, belong to dirges of this elaborate kind. 

Marriage festivals offered another occasion for lyric poetry. 
The Hymeneal, sung during the wedding ceremony, the 
Epithalamium, chanted at the house of the bridegroom, and 
many other species, have been defined by the grammarians. 
Unfortunately we possess nothing but the merest tUbris ot 
any true Greek ode of this kind. Sappho's are the best We 
have to study the imitations of her style in Catullus, the 
marriage chorus at the end of the. Birds of Aristophanes, 
and the Epithalamium of Helen by Theocritus, in order to 
form a remote conception of what a Sapphic marriage chorus 
might have been. In banquet songs we are more fortunate. 
Abundant are the Paroenia of Alcaeus, Anacreon, Theognis, 
and others. Scolia, or catches, so called from their irregular 
metrical structure, were also in vogue at banquets ; and of 
these popular songs a sufficient number are preserved. A 
drunken passage in the works of Aristophanes* brings before 
us after a lively &shion the ceremonies with which the Scolion 
and the wine-cup circled the symposium together. Of all 
these catches the most celebrated in ancient days was the 
panegyric of Harmodius and Aristogeiton, attributed to Calli- 
stratus. As I have the opportunity of printing from MS. a 
translation of this song by the late Professor Conington, I 
will introduce it here : — 

" In a wreath of m3rrtle 1*11 wear my glaive. 
Like Harmodius and Aristogeiton brave,. 

Who, striking the tyrant down. 

Made Athens a freeman's town. 
Harmodius, our darling, thou art not dead ! 
Thou liv'st in the isles of the blest, *tis said, 

With Achilles first in speed. 

And Tydides Diomede. 



* Translated by Mitchell, vol. ii. p. 282, in his Dicasi turned Gattleman, 
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In a wreath of myrtle 1*11 wear my glaive, 
Like Harmodius and Aristogeiton brave, 

When the twain on Athena's day 

Did the tyrant Hipparchus slay. 
For aye shall your fame in the land be told, 
Harmodius and Aristogeiton bold, 

Who, striking the tyrant down, 

Made Athens a freeman's town.'' 



The whole collection of Scolia in Bergk (pp. 1 287-1 296) is 
full of interest, since these simple and popular songs carry us^ 
back more freshly than elaborate poems to the life of the 
Greeks. One of these, attributed to Simonides, sums up the 
qualities which a Greek most desired : — 

vyuxii'ccv [ikv apivrov ttvSpi Bvanf, 
Sivrtpov Si ^viiv KoKbv ytifiaOat, 
rb Tpirov ii rXovrdv ai6\ii>Sf 
Kal t6 rirapTOv tfPay fierd t&v ^iXwv. 

Unlike Solomon, when asked what he would take from the 
Lord as a gift, the Greek poet does not answer Wisdom, but 
first Health, secondly Beauty, thirdly Wealth untainted by 
fraud, and fourthly Youth in the society of friends. The last 
thought of this little poem is expanded very beautifully in 
another Scolion : — 

ovv fioi mvtf trvvripaf <rvplpa, ^vart^avti^pii, 
avv /ioi fiaivofdvifi iialvio, triiv <rtafpovi <r<a^p6vu : 

" Drink with me, be young with me, love with me, wear 
crowns with me, when I am mad be mad with me, be wise 
with me when I am wise.*' The verb trwrifidv is almost 
untranslatable. Of another kind is the Scolion of Hubrias 
the Cretan, translated thus into English verse by Thomas 
Campbell : — 
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" My wealth 's a burly spear and brand, 
And a right good shield of hides untanned, 

Which on my arm I buckle ; 
With these I plough, I reap, I sow. 
With these I make the sweet vintage flow. 
And all around me truckle. 

But your wights that take no pride to wield 
A massy spear and well-made shield, , 

Nor joy to draw the sword : 
Oh, I bring those heartless, hapless drones, 
Down in a trice on their marrow-bones, 

To call me king and lord." 

This catch brings before our eyes in a very lively picture the 
lawless Freiherr of early Dorian barbarism. Another species of 
the Scolion is more sentimental : " Would that I were a fair 
lyre of ivory, and that fair boys bore me to the Bacchic Choir ; 
would that I were a fair, new, and mighty golden jar, and that 
a fair woman bore me with a pure heart." Again we find 
moral precepts in these catches. "Whoso betrayeth not a 
friend hath great honour among men and gods, according to 
my mind." 

While on the subject of Scolia, it will not do to pass over the 
most splendid specimen we have in this order of composition. 
It IS a fragment from Pindar (Bergk, p. 327), to translate which 
is profanation : — 

**0 soul, *tis thine in season meet. 
To pluck of love the blossom sweet, 

When hearts are young : 
But he who sees the blazing beams 
The light that from that forehead streams. 

And is not stung ; — 
Who is not storm-tost with desire, — 
Lo ! he, I ween, with frozen fire. 
Of adamant or stubborn steel. 
Is foiged in his cold heart that cannot feeL 

Dbowned, dishonoured, and denied 
By Aphrodite glittering-eyed. 
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He either toils 
All day for gold, a sordid gain, 
Or bent beneath a woman's reign, 

In petty broils. 
Endures her insolence, a drudge, 
Compelled the common path to trudge ; 
But I, apart from this disease, 
Wasting away like wax of holy bees. 

Which the sun*s splendour wounds, do pine. 
Whene'er I see the young-limbed bloom divine 
Of boys. Lo ! look you well ; for here in Tenedos, 
Grace and Persuasion dwell in young Theoxenos." 

Of the many different kinds of lyric poetry consecrated to 
love and intended for recitation by single musicians, it is not 
possible to givea strict account That the Greeks cultivated 
the serenade is dear from a passage in the EccUsiazusa of 
Aristophanes, which contains a graceful though gross specimen 
of this kind of song. The children's songs (Bergk, 1303-1307) 
about flowers, tortoises, and hobgoblins are too curiously 
illustrative of Greek manners not to merit a passing notice. 

After this lengthy, but far from exhaustive enumeration of 
the kinds and occasions of lyrical poetry in Greece, we may 
turn to consider the different parts played in their cultivation 
by the several chief families of Hellas. It is remarkable that 
all the great writers of elegies and iambics were lonians; 
Theognis of Megara is the only Dorian whose genuine poems 
are celebrated ; and against his we have to set the bulk of 
Solon, Mimnermus, Phocylides, Callinus, and Tyrtaeus, all 
lonians. Not a single Dorian poet seems to have composed 
iambics, the rigid discipline and strong sense of decorum in a 
Dorian state probably rendering the cultivation of satire impos- 
sible. We are told that the Spartans would not even suffer 
Archilochus to lodge as a stranger among them. But when we 
turn to lyric poetry — to the poetry of stanzas and strophes — 
the two other families of the Greeks, the iEolians and the 
Dorians, take the lead. As a Dorian was exceptional among 
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the elegists, so now an Ionian will be compararively rare 
among the lyrists. So great was the sesthetical conservatism of 
the Greeks that throughout their history their primitive distinc- 
tions of dialect are never lost sight of. 'When the Athenians 
developed Tragedy, they wrote their iambics in pure Attic, but 
they preserved a Dorian tone in their choruses. The epic 
hexameter and the elegy, on the other hand, retained an Ionian 
character to the last. The paths struck out by the ^Eolians 
and Dorians in the domain of lyric poetry were so different as 
to justify us in speaking of two distinct species. When Milton, 
in the Paradise R^ained, catalogued the poetical achieve- 
ments of the Greeks, he assigned their true place to these two 
species in the line — 

** i^olian charms and Dorian lyric odes." 

The poets and poetesses of the ^Egean Islands cultivated a 
rapid and effusive style, polishing their passionate stanzas so 
exquisitely that they well deserve the name of charms. The 
Dorian poets, inspired by a graver and more sustained imagina- 
tion, composed long and complex odes for the celebration of 
gods and heroes. The ^Eolian singer dwelt on his own joys 
and sorrows ; the Dorian bard addressed some deity, or told 
the tales of demigods and warriors. The iEolian chanted his 
stanzas to the lyre or flute ; the Dorian trained a chorus, who 
gave utterance to his verse in dance and song. 

Though the iEolians were the eldest family of the Hellenic 
stock, their language retaining more than any other dialect the 
primitive character of the Greek tongue, yet they never 
uch historical importance as the Dorians and lonians. 
lically they were scattered in such a way as to have 
Ite centre. We find -/Eolians in Elis, in Bceotia, in 
md on the Asian seacoast south of the Troad. But in 
time the ^Eolians of Elis and Bceotia were almost iden- 
\i the Dorians as allies of Sparta, while the iEolians of 
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Lesbos and Asia merged themselves in the Athenian empire. 
Politically, mentally, and morally, they showed less activity 
than their cousins of the blood of Donis and Ion. They pro- 
duced no lawgivers like Lycurgus and Solon : they had no 
metropolis like Sparta and Athens ; they played no prominent 
part in the struggle i^ith Persia, or in the Peloponnesian war. 
In the later days of Greece, Thebes, when Dorized by contact 
with the Spartans, for a short time headed Greece, and flourished 
with brief splendoiu:. But it would not be accurate to give to 
the ^olian character the credit of the fame of Thebes at that 
advanced period. Yet, for a certain space of time, the -^Eolians 
occupied the very foreground of Greek literature, and blazed 
out with a brilliance of lyrical splendour that has never been 
surpassed. There seems to have been something passionate 
and intense in their temperament, which made the emotions of 
the Dorian and the Ionian feeble by comparison. Lesbos, the 
centre of iEoliari culture, was the island of overmastering pas- 
sions : the personality of the Greek race burned there with a 
fierce and steady flame of concentrated feeling. The energies 
which the lonians divided between pleasure, politics, tmde, 
legislation, science, and the arts, and which the Dorians turned 
to war and statecraft and social economy, were restrained by the 
iEolians within the sphere of individual emotions, ready to 
burst forth volcanically. Nowhere in any age of Greek history, 
or in any part of Hellas, did the love of physical beauty, the 
sensibility to radiant scenes of nature, the consuming fervour 
of personal feeling, assume such grand proportions and receive 
so illustrious an expression as they did in Lesbos. At first 
this passion blossomed into the most exquisite lyrical poetry 
that the world has known : this was the flower-time of the 
iEolians, their brief and brilliant spring. But the fiiiit it bore 
was bitter and rotten. Lesbos became a bjrword for corrup- 
tion. The passions which for a moment had flamed into the 
gorgeousness of Art, burning their envelope of words and 
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images, remained a mere furnace of sensuality, from which no 
expression of the divine in human life could be expected. In 
this the Lesbian poets were not unlike the Provencal trouba- 
dours, who made a literature of Love, or the Venetian painters, 
who based their art upon the beauty of colour, the voluptuous 
charms of the flesh. In each case the motive of enthusiastic 
passion sufficed to produce a dazzling result But as soon as 
its freshness was exhausted there was nothing left for Art to 
live on, and mere decadence to sensuality ensued. Several 
circumstances contributed to aid the development of lyric 
poetry in Lesbos. The customs of the iEolians permitted more 
social and domestic freedom than was conmion in Greece, 
^olian women were not confined to the harem like lonians, 
or subjected to the rigorous discipline of the Spartans. While 
mixing freely with male, society, they were highly educated, and 
accustomed to express their sentiments to an extent unknown 
elsewhere in history — until, indeed, the present time. The 
Lesbian ladies applied themselves successfully to literature. 
They formed dubs for the cultivation of poetry and music. 
They studied the art of beauty, and sought to refine metrical 
forms and diction. Nor did they confine themselves to the 
scientific side of art Unrestrained by public opinion, and 
passionate for the beautiful, they cultivated their senses and 
emotions, and developed their wildest passions. All the 
luxiuries and elegances of life which that climate and the rich 
valleys of Lesbos could afford, were at their disposal ; exquisite 
gardens, in which the rose and hyacinth, spread perfume ; river- 
beds ablaze with the oleander and wild pomegranate ; olive- 
groves and fountains, where the cyclamen and violet flowered 
with feathery maiden-hair; pine-tree-shadowed coves, where 
they might bathe in the calm of a tideless sea ; fiiiits such as 
only the southern sun and sea-wind can mature ; marble cliffs, 
starred with jonquil and anemone in spring, aromatic with 
myrtle and lentisk and samphire and wild rosemary through all 
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the months; nightingales that sang in May; temples dim with 
dusky gold and bright with ivory; statues and frescoes of heroic 
forms. In such scenes as these the Lesbian poets lived, and 
thought of Love. When we read their poems, we seem to have 
the perfumes, colours, sounds, and lights of that luxurious land 
distilled in verse. Nor was a brief but biting winter wanting 
to give tone to their nerves, and, by contrast with the summer, 
to prevent the palling of so much luxury on sated senses. The 
voluptuousness of .^Eolian poetry is not like that of Persian or 
Arabian art. It is Greek in its self-restraint, proportion, tact. 
We find nothing burdensome in its sweetness. All is so 
rhythmically and sublimely ordered in the poems of Sappho 
that supreme art lends solemnity and grandeur to the expres- 
sion of unmitigated passion. 

The world has suffered no greater literary loss than the loss 
of Sappho's poems. So perfect are the smallest fragments pre- 
served in Bergk's Collection — the line, for example (p. 890), 
4poc ayyeXoc iftepo^ciiFoc a.{\Ziav^ which Ben Jonson fancifully 
translated, " the dear glad angel of the spring, the nightingale" 
— that we muse in a sad rapture of astonishment to think what 
the complete poems must have been. Among the ancients 
Sappho enjoyed a unique renown. She was called "The 
Poetess," as Homer was called " The Poet" Aristotle placed . 
her in the same rank as Homer and Archilochus. Plato in 
the Phadrus mentioned her as the tenth Muse. Solon, hearing 
one of her poems, prayed that he might not see death till he 
had learned it. Strabo speaks of her genius with religious awe. 
Longinus cites her love ode as a specimen of poetical sublimity. 
The epigrammatists call her Child of Aphrodite and Er6s, 
nursling of the Graces and Persuasion, pride of Hellas, peer of 
Muses, companion of Apollo. Nowhere is a hint whispered 
that her poetrylvas aught but perfect As far as we can judge, 
these pjjiises were strictly just Of all the poets of the world, 
of all tte illustrious artists of all literatures, Sappho is the one 
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whose every word has a peculiar and unmistakable perfume, a 
seal of absolute perfection and inimitable grace. In her art 
she was unerring. Even Archilochus seems commonplace whea 
compared with her exquisite rarity of phrase. 

About her life — ^her brother Charaxus, her daughter Cleis, 
her rejection of Alcaeus and suit to Phaon, her love for Atthis- 
and Anactoria, her leap from the Leucadian cliff — we know sa 
very little, and that little is so confused with mythology and 
turbid with the scandal of the comic poets, that it is not worth 
while to rake up once again the old materials for hypothetical 
conclusions. There is enough of heart-devouring passion in 
Sappho's own verse without the legends of Phaon and the cliflT 
of l«eucas. The reality casts all fiction into the shade ; for 
nowhere, except, perhaps, in some Persian or Provencal love- 
songs, can be found more ardent expressions of overmastering 
emotion. Whether addressing the maidens, whom even in 
Elysium, as Horace says, Sappho could not forget ; or em- 
bodying the profounder yearnings of an intense soul after 
beauty, which has never on earth existed, but which inflames- 
the hearts of noblest poets, robbing their eyes of sleep and 
giving them the bitterness of tears to drink — these dazzling, 
fragments — 

" Which still, like sparkles of Greek fire, 
Bum on through time and ne*er expire " — 

ultimate and finished forms of passionate utterance,. 
Is, topazes, and blazing rubies, in which the fire of the 
lystallized for ever. Adequately to translate Sappha 
ond the power of even Catullus : that love-ode, which 
is called " not one passion, but a congress of passions," 
ch a Greek physician copied into his book of diagnoses 
[ipendium of all the symptoms of corroding emotion, 
but languid in its Latin dress of " lUe mi par." Far 
any modern poet succeeded in the task : Rossetd^.who 
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deals so skilfully with Dante and Villon, is comparatively tame 
when he approaches Sappho. Instead of attempting, therefore 
to interpret for English readers the charm of Sappho's style,* 
it is best to refer to pp. 874-924 of Bergk, where every vestige 
that is left of her is shrined. 

Beside Sappho, Alcaeus pales. His drinking-songs and 
war songs have indeed great beauty ; but they are not to be 
named in the same breath, for perfection of style, with the 
stanzas of Sappho. Of his life we know a few not wholly 
uninteresting incidents. He was a noble of Mitylene, the 
capital of Lesbos, where he flourished as early as 611 B.C. 
Alcseus belonged to a family of distinguished men. His 
brothers Cicis and Antimenidas upheld the party of the 
oligarchy against the tyrant Melanchrus; and during the 
troubles which agitated Mit)dene after the fidl of this despot, 
while other petty tyrants — Myrsilus, Megalagyrus, and the 
Cleanactids — were attempting to subdue the island, the three 
brothers ranged themselves uniformly on the side of the 
aristocracy. At first they seem to have been*friendly with 
Pittacus. It was while fighting at his side against the 
Athenians at Sigeum that Alcaeus threw his shield away — an 
exploit which, like Archilochus, he celebrated in a poem 
without apparently damaging his reputation for valour. Being 
a stout soldier, a violent partisan, the bard of revolutions, and 
the brother of a pair of heroes, he could trifle with this little 
accident, which less doughty warriors must have concealed. 
When Pittacus was chosen ^symnetes, or dictator with 
despotic power for the preservation of public order, in 589 
B.a, Alcseus and his brothers went into opposition and were 
exiled. All three of them were what in modem politics we 

• Those who are cttrions in the matter of metres will find the Sapphic 
stanza reproduced in English, with perfect truth of cadence, in Swin- 
l>ume's '* Sapphics *' (Poans and Ballads), The imitations by Horace 
are far less close to the original. 
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should call High Tories. They could not endure the least 
approach to popular government, the slightest infringement of 
the rights of the nobility. During his exile Alcaeus employed 
his poetic faculty in vituperating Pittacus. His satires were 
esteemed almost as pungent as those of Archilochus. But the 
liberal-minded ruler did not resent them. AVhen Alcaeus was 
on one occasion taken prisoner, he set him free, remarking 
that " forgiveness is better than revenge.*' Alcaeus lived to be 
reconciled with him ^nd to recognize his merits. As a trait m 
the domestic life and fortunes of the Greeks of this time, it is 
worth mentioning that Alcaeus took refuge in Egypt during his 
banishment from Lesbos, and that his brother Antimenidas 
entered the service of the king of Babylon. In the same way 
two Englishmen in the times of the Edwards might have 
travelled in Germany or become soldiers of the Republic of 
Florence. Of the Greek oligarch who lent his sword to Nebu- 
chadnezzar — in his wars perhaps against Jehoiakim or Pharaoh- 
Necho— we get a curious glimpse. Alcaeus greeted him on 
his retium in a poem of which we possess a fragment, and which 
may be paraphrased thus : — 

From the ends of the earth thou art come 

Back to thy home ; 

The ivory hilt of thy blade 

With gold is embossed and inlaid ; 

Since for Babylon's host a great deed 

Thou didst work in their need, 

Slaying a warrior, an athlete of might, 

Royal, whose height 

Lacked of five cubits one span — 

A terrible man. 

We can fancy with what delight and curiosity Alcaeus, 
who, as may be gathered from his poems, was an amateur of 
armour, examined the sword-handle, wrought perhaps from 
-Ethiopian tusks by Egyptian artists with lotos-flowers or 
patterns of crocodiles, monkeys, and lions. This story of 
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the polished Greek citizen's adventures among the Jews and 
Egyptians, known to us through Holy Writ, touches our 
imagination with the same strange sense of novelty as when 
we read of the Persian poet Sidy, a slave in the camp of 
Richard Coeur de Lion's Crusaders. 

Considering the life Alcaeus led, it is not strange that he 
should have sung of arms and civic struggles. Many frag- 
ments, preserved in all probability from the Stasiotica, or 
Songs of Sedition, which were very popular among the 
ancients, throw light upon the stormier passages of his history. 
One of these pieces* describes the poet's armoury — his 
polished helmets and white horsehair plumes, the burnished 
brazen greaves that hang upon the wall, the linen breastplates 
and bucklers thrown in heaps about the floor, with Chalkidian 
blades, and girdles, and tunics. The most striking point 
about this fragment is its foppery. Alcaeus spares no pains 
to make us know how bright his armour is, how carefully his 
greaves are fixed against the wall by pegs you cannot see 
{wafriTaKoiQ Kpvwroivi trepiKeifieyatjy how carelessly the girdles 
and small gear are tossed about in sumptuous disarray. The 
poem seems to reveal a luxurious nature delighting in military 
millinery. No Dorian would have described his weapons 
from this point of view, but would have rather told us how 
often they had been used with effect in the field. The iEolian 
character is here tempered with Orientalism. 

Of the erotic poems of Alcaeus, only a very few and incon- 
siderable fragments have survived. Horace says of them, 
addressing his lyre : — 

" Lesbio primum modulate civi, 
Qui ferox bello, tamen inter arma, 
Sive jactatam religirat udo 
Littore navim, 



• Bcrgk, p. 935. 
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Liberum et Musas Veneremqne et illi 
Semper hsrentem puerum canebat ; 
*£t Lycum nigris oculis nigroque 
Crine decorum." 

Of Lycus we only know, on the authority of Cicero,* that 
he had a wart upon the finger, which Alcaeus praised in 
one of his poems. It has also been conjectured that the line 
oIkoc, 4! ^e ira7, koX likdBtn, "wine, dear boy, and truth," 
which Theocritus quotes as a proverb at the beginning of his 
iEolic Idyll, was addressed to Lycus. A fragment of izx 
greater interest is the couplet preserved by Hephsestion,t in 
which Alcaeus calls on Sappho by her name : " Violet-crowned, 
pure, sweetly-smiling Sappho ! I want to say something, but 
shame prevents me." To this declaration Sappho replied : " If 
thy wishes were fair and noble, and thy tongue designed not to 
utter what is base, shame would not cloud thine eyes, but thou 
wouldst speak thy just desires." This is all we know about the 
love-passages between the greatest lyrists of the -^Eolian school. 
In this way do the ancient critics tantalize us. Aristotle, J 
in order to illustrate a moral proposition, Ilephasstion, with a 
view to proving a metrical rule, fling these scraps of their 
wealth forth, little dreaming that after twenty centuries the men 
of new nations and other thoughts will eagerly collect the scraps, 
and long for more of that which might have been so freely 
lavished. Whether Sappho wrote her reply in maidenly 
modesty because the advances of Alcaeus were really dis- 
honourable, or whether she affected indignation to conceal 
a personal dislike for the poet, we cannot say. Aristotle 
or Hephaestion might probably have been able to tell us. 
But the one was only thinking of the signs of shame, while 
the attention of the other was riveted upon the "so-called 
dodecasyllable AkaicP 

• De Nat. Dcorum, i. 28. t See Beigk, p. 948. 

^ M * Hhet,, i. 9. 
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The most considerable remains of the lyrics of Alcaeus are 
drinking-songs — praises of wine, combined with reflections 
upon life and appropriate descriptions of the different seasons. 
No time was amiss for drinking, to his mind : the heat of sum- 
mer, the cold of winter, the blazing dogstar and the driving 
tempest, twilight with its cheerful gleam of lamps, midday with 
its sunshine — all suggest reasons for indulging in the cup. 
Not that we are justified in fancying Alcaeus to have been 
a vulgar toper: he retained it)olian sumptuousness in his 
pleasures and raised the art of drinking to an aesthetic 
altitude. One well-known piece from the Paramia of Alcaeus 
is capable of translation into Elizabethan rhymed verse, as 
follows : — 



The rain of Zeus descends, and from high heaven 

A storm is driven : % 

And on the running ^tiiter-brooks the cold 

Lays icy hold : 
Then up ! beat down the winter ; make the fire 

Blaze high and higher ; 
Mix wine as sweet as honey of the bee 

Abundantly ; 
Then drink with comfortable wool around 

Your temples bound. 
We must not yield our hearts to woe, or wear 

With wasting care ; , 

For grief will profit us no whit, my friend, 

Nor nothing mend : 
But this is our best medicine, with wine fraught 

To cast out thought. 



The debt of Horace to Alcaeus must have been immense. 
The firagment just translated is the original of the ninth ode of 
the first book. The fragment on the death of Myrsilus, vvv 
Xpf) fii&vcrOrir, shows where Horace found the model for 
the last ode of the first book. Again, "O navis referent" (Hor. 
Carm, i. 14) is based on an ode of the Lesbian poet of which 
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we possess a fragment* Between the temperaments of Horace 
and of Alcaeus, as between those of Catullus and of Sappho, 
there were marked similarities and correspondences. The 
poetry of both Horace and Alcaeus was polished rather than 
profound, admirably sketched rather than richly coloured, more 
graceful than intense, less passionate than reflective. In 
Sappho and Catullus, on the other hand, we meet with richer 
and more ardent natures : they are endowed with keener sen- 
sibilities, with a sensuality more noble because of its intensity, 
with emotions more profound, with a deeper faculty of thought, 
that never loses itself in the shallows of " Stoic-Epiciurean 
acceptance," but simply and exquisitely apprehends the facts 
of human life. Where Horace talks of Orcus and the Urn, 
Catullus sings : — 

** 5>oles occidere et redire possunt, 
Nobis cum semel occidit bre\'is lux 
Nox est perpetua una dormienda.*' 

This contrast between the polished sententiousness of Horace 
and the pathetic outcry of Catullus marks the difference 
between two classes of poets to whom Horace and Alcaeus, 
Sappho and Catullus, respectively belong. 

Of the other Lesbian poets, Erinna and Damophila, we 
know but little : the one survives in a single epigram — if we 
reject the epitaphs on Baucis : the other is a mere name. It 
is noticeable that of the four Lesbian poets three* are women. 
We may remember that in Thebes, which was also an iEolian 
city, Myrtis and Corinna rivalled Pindar. 

To the list of ^olian poets Anacreon, though an Ionian by 
birth and an Ionian in temperament, is generally added, be- 
cause he cultivated the lyrical stanza of personal emotion. 
Into the -^olian style Anacreon introduced a new and un- 
congenial element. His passion had none of Sappho's fiery 

• Bcrgk, p. 936. 
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splendour, none of the haughtiness and resdessness which dis- 
tinguished Alcseus. There was a vein of levity, almost of 
vulgarity, in the lonians, which removed them from the alti- 
tudes of Dorian heroism and iEolian enthusiasm. This tinc- 
ture of flippancy is discernible in Anacreon. Life and love 
come easily to him. The roses keep no secrets for his ears, 
such as they told to Sappho : they serve very well for garlands 
when he drinks, and have a pleasant smell-— especially in myrrh. 
The wine-cup does not suggest to him variety of seasons, — 
the frozen streams of winter, the parched breath of the Dog- 
star, — as with Alcssus : he tipples and gets drunk. His loves 
too are facile — not permanent or tempestuous. The girls 
and boys of whom he sings were flute-players and cup-bearers, 
servants of a tyrant, instntmatta Hbidinis^ chosen for their 
looks, as the poet had been selected for the sweetness of his 
lyre with twenty chords. He never felt the furnace of Sappho, 
whose love, however criminal^ in the estimation of modem 
moralists, was serious and of the soul The difference be- 
tween the lives of these three lyrists is very striking. Alcssus 
was a politician and party leader. Sappho was the centre of 
a free society of female poets. Anacreon was the courtier and 
laureate of tyrants. He won his first fame with Polycrates, at 
whose death Hipparchus fetched him to Athens in a trireme 
of fifty oars. Between Bacchus and Venus he spent his days 
in palaces; and died at the ripe age of eighty-five at Teos, 
choked, it is reported, by a grape-stone — a hoary-headed rouky 
for whom the rhyme of Walter Mapes might have been 
written : 

" Meum est propositum, 
In tabem& mori/' &c. 

It need not be remarked that of the genuine poems of Ana- 
creon we possess but few (pp. 1011-1045 of Bergk). His 
great popularity in Greece led to innumerable imitations of 
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his lighter style.* These are fully preserved in Bergk's Col- 
lection (pp. 1 046-1 108). 

The Dorian style offers a marked contrast to the -^olian. 
In the case of the Ionian satirists and elegists, and in that of 
the iEolian lyrists, the national peculiarities of the art resulted 
from national qualities in the artists. This is not the case 
with the so-called Dorian poets. The great lyrists of this 
school are, with one exception, of extraction foreign to the 
Dorian tribe. Alcman was a Lydian; Stesichorus acknow- 
ledged an Ionian colony for his fatherlaad; Arion was a 
Lesbian; Simonides and Bacchylides were Ionian; Pindar 
was Boeotian ; Ibycus of Rhegium alone was a Dorian. Why 
then is the style called Dorian ? Because the poets, though 
not Dorian by birth, wrote for Dorian patrons in the land 
of Dorians, to add splendour to ceremonies and solemnities 
in vogue among the Dorians. The distinctive features of this, 
the most sublime branch of Greek lyrical poetry, have been 
already hinted at : these elaborate Choral Hymns, in which 
strophe answers to antistrophe, and epode to epode, chanted 
by bands of singers and accompanied at times by dancing, 
were designed to give expression, no longer to personal 
emotions, but to the feelings of great congregations of men 
engaged in the celebration of gods, and heroes, and illustrious 
mortals. Why this species ot choral poetry received the 
patronage and name of the Dorian tribe may be seen by 
firlanciner at the institutions peculiar to this section of the 
family. The Dorians more than any other Greeks, 



eople of Athens gave him a statue on their Acropolis. The 
ck his portrait on coins. Critias said that his poems would last 
the Cottabos in Hellas. He did in fact exactly represent one 
hat the least heroic side, of the character of the Greeks — their 
; of sensual pleasure. As mere Hedonism grew, so did the 
the style of Anacreon gain in popularity, whereas the stormier 
Sappho became unfashionable. 
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lived in common and in public. Their children were educated, 
not at home, but in companies, beneath the supervision of 
state-officers. Girls as well as boys submitted to gymnastic 
training, and were taught to sacrifice domestic and personal to 
political and social interests. Tutored to merge the individual 
in the mass, habituated to associate together in large bodies, 
the Dorians felt no need of venting private feeling. Their 
personal emotions were stunted : they had no separate wants 
and wishes, aspirations and regrets, to utter. Yet the sense of 
melody and harmony which was rooted so profoundly in the 
Greek temperament, needed some outlet even here ; while the 
gynmastic and athletic exercises practised by the Dorians 
rendered them peculiarly sensitive, not only to the beauties of 
the human body, but also to the refinements of rhythmical 
movement. The spiritual enthusiasm for great and glorious 
actions, which formed the soul of the Greek race, flamed with 
all the greater brilliancy among Dorians, because it was not 
narrowed, as among the iEolians, to the selfish passions of 
the individual, or diverted, as among lonians, to meditation 
or satire ; but was concentrated on public interests, on religious 
and heroic traditions, on all the thoughts and feelings which 
stimulate a large political activity. The Dorians required a 
poetry which should be public, which should admit of the par- 
ticipation of many individuals, which should give utterance to 
national enthusiasms, which should combine the movements of 
men and women in choric evolutions with the melodies of 
music and the sublime words of inspired prophecy. In brief, 
the Dorians needed poets able — 

"to imbibe and cherish in a great people the seeds of virtue and public 
civility, to allay the perturbations of the mind, and set the affections 
in right tune ; to celebrate in glorious and lofty hymns the throne and 
equipage of God's Almightiness, and what He works, and what He suffers 

to be wrought with high Providence Lastly, whatsoever in 

religion is holy and sublime, in virtue amiable or grave ; whatsoever hath 
passion or admiration in all the changes of that which is called fortune 
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from without, or the wily subtleties and reflexes of man*s thoughts from 
within ; all these things with a solid and treatable smoothness, to paint out 
and describe/' 

But here arose a difficulty. With all their need of the highest 
and most elaborate poetry, with all their sensibility to beauty, 
the Dorians thought it beneath the dignity of a citizen to prac- 
tise the arts. Their education, almost exclusively military and 
gymnastic, unfitted them, at all events in Sparta, for studies 
indispensable towards gaining proficiency in any science so 
elaborate as that of choral poetry. Drilled to abstinence, 
obedience, and silence, dwelling in a camp, without privacy or 
leisure, how could a Spartan, that automaton of the State, be 
expected to produce poetry, or excel in any fine art? A 
Spartan king, on being shown the most distinguished musician 
of his age, pointed to his cook as the best maker of black broth. 
Music, if music they must have ; poetry, if poetry were required 
by some divinely implanted instinct ; dancing, if dancing were 
a necessary compHment to the Deity ; must be imported by 
these wamors fi'om foreign lands. Thus the Spartans became 
the patrons of stranger artists, on whom they imposed their laws of 
taste. They pressed the flexible Ionian, the passionate Lesbian, 
the languid Lydian, the acute Athenian, into their service, 
and made them use the crabbed Dorian speech. They said : 
We want such and such odes for our choruses*; we wish to amuse 
our youths and maidens, and to honour the gods with pompous 
harmonies ; you, men of art, write for us, sing for us ; but be 
careful to comprehend our character; and remember that, 
though you are lonians or Lesbians, your inspiration must be 
Dorian. They got what they required. The so-called Dorian 
lyric is a genuine product of the Dorian race, although its 
greatest masters were foreigners and aliens. Much after the 
same fashion did England patronize Handel in the last 
century ; in the same way may HandeFs oratorios be called 
English music ; for though the English are not musicians, and 
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are diffident in general of the artist class, yet neither Germans, 
nor Italians, nor French have seen produced upon their soil 
sucli colossal works of art in the service of a highly intellectual 
religion. 

It is interesting to reflect upon the influence of the Dorian 
race in the evolution of Greek art That, as a nation, they 
possessed the germs of artistic invention, and that their 
character expressed itself very clearly in aesthetic forms, is 
evident from the existence of the Dorian style in architecture, 
and the Dorian mood in music, both of which reflect their 
broad simplicity and strength disdaining ornament. The same 
stamp they impressed upon Greek poetry, through the instru- 
ments they selected from other tribes. Had it not been for 
the strict legislation of Lycurgus, which, by forcing Sparta into 
a purely political devdopment, and establishing a complete 
community of life among the citizens, checked the emergence 
of that individuality which is so all-important to the artist, 
Sparta might have counted her great sculptors, poets, musi- 
cians, orators, and painters in rivalry with Pheidias, Sophocles, 
Damon, Pericles, Polygnotus. As it was, though without 
hands to paint and carve, without lips to sing and plead, 
the stubborn Dorian race set its seal on a wide field of Greek 
art* 

The elaborate works of the choral lyrists may be regarded 
as the highly-wrought expansions of rudiments already existing 
among the Dorians. Alcman, Arion, and Stesichorus, the 
three masters who formed choral poetry firom the materials 
indicated to us in the poems of Homer, and who had to blend 
in one harmonious whole the sister arts of dancing, music, 
and poetry, so as to present a pompous appeal to the intellect 

* It is unhistorical to confound the Dorians with the Spartans, who were 
a specially-trained section of the Dorian stock. Yet it will be seen that, 
in relation at least to lyric poetry, Sparta fairly may be taken as the 
Dorian state. 
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through speech, and through the ear and eye, found ready to 
their hands 'such simple songs as may be read in Bergk, pp. 
1 297-1 303. The dithyramb of the women of Elis : "Come, 
hero, Dionysus, to tlie holy sea-temple, attended by the graces, 
and rushing on with oxen-hoof! Holy ox ! Holy ox !" The 
chorus of the old men, men, and boys at Sparta : " We once 
were stalwart youths : we are ; if thou likest, try our .strength : 
we shall be ; and far better too ! " The march-song of the 
Spartans in their rhythmic revels : '* Advance, boys, set your 
feet forward, and dance in the reel better still." — From these 
had to be trained the complex and magnificent work of art, 
which culminated in a Pythian ode of Pindar ! Alcman was 
a native of Sardis, and a slave of Agesilaus the Spartan. He 
flourished at Sparta between 671 and 631 B.C., composing Par- 
thenia for the maidens of Taygetus. Who does not know his 
lines upon the valley of Eurotas ? " Sleep holds the mountain 
summits and ravines, the promontories and the water-courses ; 
and creeping things, and whatsoever black earth breeds ; and 
wild beasts of the hills, and bees, and monsters in the hollows of 
the dark blue deep; and all the wide-winged birds are sleeping." 
Junior to Alcman was Arion, who spent most of his time with 
Periander at Corinth. His contribution to choral poetry was 
the elaboration of the Dithyramb. But of his work we have 
unfortunately not a single fragment left. The piece that bears 
his name (Bergk, p. 872) has to be ascribed to some tolerable 
poet of the Euripidean period. His life is involved in mytho- 
logy ; most beautiful is the oft-told tale of his salvation from 
the sea waves by an enamoured dolphin — 2l fish, by the way, 
which Athenaeus dignified by the title of ipCKfloQ re kcu 
^rXavXoc, and which Aristotle calls ipi\aydpwK(K. Rather more 
is known about Stesichorus. He was a native of Himera, in 
Sicily, but possibly a Locrian by descent. His parents called 
him Tisias, but he took his more famous name from his profes- 
sion. Stesichorus is a title that might have been given to any 



Digitized by 



Google 



THE LYRIC POETS. 143 

chorus-master in a Greek dty ; but Tisias of Himera won it by 
being emphatically the author of the choric system. Antiquity 
recognised in him the inventor of Strophe, Antistrophe, and 
Epode, with the corresponding movements of the dance, which 
were designated the Triad of Stesichorus. A remark made by 
Quintilian about this poet — that he sustained the burden of 
the Epos with his lyre — forms a valuable criticism on his style. 
In the days of Stesichorus, the epic proper had lost its vitality; 
but people still felt the liveliest interest in heroic legends, and 
loved to connect the celebration of the past with their cere- 
monies. A lyrical poet had therefore so to treat the myths of 
Hellas that choruses should represent them in their odes and 
semi-dramatic dances. It is probable that Stesichorus made 
far more use «f mythical material than Pindar, dealing with it 
less allusively, and adhering more closely to the epic form of 
narrative. When we hear of his ode, the Orestea, being 
divided into three books (whatever that may mean), and read 
the tides of the rest — Cerberus, Cycnus, Scylla, Europa, the 
Sack of Troy, the Nostoi,. and Geiyonis, we are led to suspect 
that his choral compositions were something of the nature of 
mediaeval mystery plays, — semi-lyrical, semi-dramatic poems, 
founded on the religious legends of the past Stesichorus did 
not confine himself to this species of composition, but wrote 
hymns, encomia, and paeans, like other professional lyrists 
that succeeded him, and invented a curious kind of love-tale 
from real life. One of these romantic poems, called Calyc^ 
was about a girl, who loved purely but unhappily, and died. 
Another, called Rhadina, told the forlorn tale of a Samian 
brother and sister put to death by a cruel tyrant. It is a pity 
that these early Greek novels in verse are lost. We might 
have found in them the fresh originals of Daphnis and Chloe, 
or of the romances of Tatius and Heliodorus. Finally, Stesi- 
chorus composed fables, such as the Horse and the Stag, and 
pastorals upon the death of Daphnis, in which he proved him- 
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self true to his Sicilian origin, and anticipated Theocritus. 
Enough has been said about Stesichorus to show that he was 
a richly inventive genius, one of those facile and abundant 
natures who excel in many branches of art, and who give hints 
by which posterity may profit. Yet with all his genius he was 
not thoroughly successful. His pastorals and romances were 
abandoned by his successors ; his epical lyrics were lost in the 
tragic drama. Like many other poets, he fisuled by coming at a 
wrong moment, or else by adhering to forms of art which could 
not long remain in vogue. In his attempt to reconcile the 
epical treatment of mythology with the choric system of his 
own invention, he proved that he had not fully grasped the 
capabilities of lyrical poetry. In his endeavour to create an 
idyllic and romantic species, he was far before his age. 

The remaining choral poets of the Dorian style, of whom 
the eldest, Ibycus, dates half a century later than Arion, re- 
ceived from their predecessors an instrument of poetical 
expression already nearly complete. It was their part to use 
it as skilfully as possible, and to introduce such changes as 
might render it more polished. Excellence of workmanship is 
particularly noticeable in what remains of Ibycus, Simonides, 
Bacchylides. These later lyrists are no longer local poets : 
under the altered circumstances of Hellas at the time of the 
Persian war, art has become Panhellenic, the artists cease to 
be the servants of one state or of one deity ; they range from 
city to city, giving their services to all who seek for them, and 
embracing the various tribes and religious rites of the collected 
Greeks in their aesthetic sympathy. Now, for the first time, 
poets began to sell their songs of praise for money. Simonides 
introduced the practice, which had something shocking in it to 
Greek taste, and which Plato especially censures as sophistic 
and illiberal in his Protagoras, Now, too, poets became the 
fiiends and counsellors of princes, mixing fi*eely in the politics 
of Samos, Syracuse, Agrigentum, Thessaly ; aiding the tyrants 
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Polycrates, Hiero, Theron, the Scopads, with their advice. 
Simonides is said to have suspended hostilities between 
Theron and Hiero by his diplomatic intercession after their 
armies had been drawn up in battle-array. Petrarch did not 
occupy a more important place among the princes and re- 
publics of mediaeval Italy. Under these new conditions, and 
with this expansion of the poet's calling, the old character of 
the Dorian lyric changed. The title Dorian is now merely 
nominal, and the dialect is a conventional language consecrated 
to this style. 

jbyc us was a native of Rhegium, a colony of mixed lonians 
and Dorians. To which of these families he belonged is not 
certain. If we judged by the internal evidence of his poems, 
we should call him an Ionian ; for they are distinguished by 
voluptuous sweetness, with a dash of almost ^olian intensity. 
Ibycus was a poet-errant, carrying his songs from state to state. 
The beautiful story of the cranes who led to the discovery of 
his murderer at Corinth, though probably inythical, like that 
of Arion's dolphin, illustrates the rude lives of these Greek 
troubadours, and shows in what respect the sacer vates, servant 
of the Muses and beloved of Phoebus, was held by the people. 
Ibycus was regarded by antiquity as a kind of male Sappho. 
His odes, composed for birthday festivals and banquets, were 
dedicated chiefly to the praise of beautiful youths, and the 
legends which adorned them, like those of Ganymede or 
Tithonus, were appropriate to the erotic style. Aristophanes, 
in the TJusmophoriazuscB^ makes Agathon connect him with 
Anacreon and Alcaeus, as the three refiners of language. It is 
clear, therefore, that in his art Ibycus adapted the manner of 
Dorian poetry to the matter of ^olian or Ionian love-chants. 
Of his poetry we have but few fragments. The following seems 
to strike the keynote of his style : " Love once again looking 
upon me from his cloud-black brows, with languishing glances, 
drives me by enchantments of all kinds to the endless nets of 
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Cypris : verily I tremble at his onset, as a chariot-horse, who 
hath won prizes in old age, goes grudgingly to try his speed in 
the swift race of cars." In another piece he compares the 
onset of Love to a downrush of the Thracian north wind armed 
with lightning. It is interesting to compare the different meta- 
phors by which the early lyrists imaged the assaults of the 
Love-God. Sappho describes him in one place as a youth 
arrayed with a flame-coloured chlamys descending from heaven ; 
in another she calls him '' a limb-dissolving, bitter-sweet,- im- 
practicable wild beast "; again, she compares the state of her 
soul under the influence of love to oak-trees torn and shaken 
by a mountain whirlwind. Anacreon paints a fine picture of 
Love like a blacksmith, forging his soul and tempering it in 
icy torrents. The dubious winged figure armed with a heavy 
sword, which is carved upon the recently-discovered column 
firom the Temple of Ephesus, if he be the Love-God, and not, 
as some conjecture. Death, seems to have been conceived in 
the spirit of these energetic metaphors. The Greeks, at the 
period of Anacreon and Ibycus, were far from having as yet 
imagined the baby Cupid of Moschus, the Epigrammatists, 
and the Alexandrian Anacreontics. He was still a terrible 
and passion-stirring power — no mere malicious urchin coming 
by night with drenched wings and unstrung bow to reward the 
poet's hospitality by wounding him ; no naughty boy who runs 
away from his mother and steals honeycombs, no bee-like elf 
asleep in rosebuds. 

Simonides is a far more brilliant representative than Ibycus, 
both of Greek choral poetry in its prime, and also of the whole 
literary life of Hellas during the period which immediately 
preceded and followed the Persian war. He was bom in the 
island of Ceos, of pure Ionian blood and breeding ; but the 
lonians of Ceos were celebrated for their <TUMi>po<rvrrj, a quality 
which is strongly marked in the poems of Simonides. In his 
odes we do not trace that mixture of -^olian passion and that 
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concentration upon personal emotions which are noticeable in 
those of Ibycus, but rather a Dorian solemnity of thought and 
feeling, which qualified Simonides for the arduous functions to 
which he was called, of commemorating in elegy and epigram 
and funeral ode the achievements of Hellas against Persia. 
Simonides belonged to a family of professional poets ; for the 
arts among the early Greeks were hereditary ; a father taught 
the trade of flute-playing and chorus-leadmg and verse-making 
to his son, who, if he had original genius, became a great 
poet, as was the fate of Pindar ; or, if he were endowed with 
commonplace abilities, remained a journeyman in art without 
discredit to himself, performing useful functions in his native 
place.* Simonides exercised his calling of chorus-teacher at 
Carthsea in Ceos, and lived at the x^P'^y^'''''^ or resort of the 
chorus, near the tempje of Apollo. But the greater portion of 
his life, after he had attained celebrity, was passed with patrons, 
— ^with Hipparchus, who invited him to Athens, where he dwelt 
at amity with Anacreon, and at enmity with Pindar's master 
Lasos — with the Scopads and Aleuads of Thessaly, for whom 
lie composed the most touching threnoi and the most brilliant 
panegyrics, of which fragments have descended to us ; — finally, 
with Hiero of Syracuse, who honoured him exceedingly, and 
when he died, consigned him to the earth with princely funeral 
pomp. The relations of Simonides to these patrons may be 
gathered from numerous slight indications, none of which are 
very honourable to his character. For instance, after receiving 

* The Dramatic art was hereditary among the Athenians. /Eschylus 
left a son, Euphorion, and two nephews, Philocles and Astydamas, who 
produced tragedies. The last is rejtorted to have written no fewer than 
two hundred and forty pla3rs. lophon the son and Sophocles the grandson 
of the great Sophocles were dramatists of some repute at Athens. Euri- 
pides had a nephew of his own name, and Aristophanes two sons who 
followed the same calling. It is only from families like the Bachs that we 
can draw any modem parallel to this tratismission of an art from father to 
son in the same race. 
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the hospitality of Hipparchus, he composed an epigram for 
the statue of Harmodius, in which he calls the murder of the 
tyrant " a great light rising upon Athens." Again, he praised 
the brutal Scopas, son of Creon, in an ode which is celebrated, 
both as being connected with the most dramatic incident in the 
poet's life, and also as having fiunished Plato with a theme for 
argument, and Aristotle with an ethical quotation — "To be a 
good man in very truth, a square without blame, is hard." This 
proposition Plato discusses in the Protagoras, while Aristotle 
cites the phrase, rtrpdyutvo^ avtv ^6yov, From the general 
tenour of the fragments of this ode, from Plato's criticism, and 
from what is known about the coarse nature of Scopas, who is 
being praised, we must conjecture that Simonides attempted 
to whitewash his patron's character by depreciating the standard 
of morality. With Ionian facility and courtly compliment, he 
made excuses for a bad man by pleading that perfect goodness 
was unattainable. Scopas refused to pay the price required 
by Simonides for the poem in question, telling him to get half 
of it from the Dioscuri, who had also been eulogized. This 
was at a banquet. AVhile the king was laughing at his own 
rude jest, a servant whispered to the poet that two goodly 
youths waited without, desiring earnestly to speak with him. 
Simonides left the palace, but found no one. Even as he 
stood looking for his visitors, he heard the crash of beams and 
the groans of dying men. Scopas with his guests had been 
destroyed by the falling of the roof, and Simonides had received 
a godlike guerdon from the two sons of Tyndareus. This story 
belongs, perhaps, to the same class as the cranes of Ibycus and 
the dolphin of Arion. Yet there seems to be no doubt that 
the Scopad dynasty was suddenly extinguished ; for we hear 
nothing of them at the time of the Persian war, and we know 
that Simonides composed a threnos for the family. 

The most splendid period of the life of Simonides was that 
which he passed at Athens during the great wars with Persia. 
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Here he was the friend of Miltiades, Themistocles, and Pausa- 
nias. Here he composed his epigrams on Marathon, Ther- 
mopylae, Salamis, Platsea — ^poems not destined to be merely 
sung or consigned to parchment, but to be carved in marble 
or engraved in letters of imperishable bronze upon the works 
of the noblest architects and statuaries. The genius of Simo- 
nides is imique in this branch of monumental poetry. His 
couplets — calm, simple, terse, strong as the deeds they cele- 
brate, enduring as the brass or stone which they adorned — 
animated succeeding generations of Greek patriots ; they were 
transferred to the brains of statesmen like Pericles and Demos- 
thenes, inscribed upon the fleshy tablets of the hearts of war- 
riors like Cleomenes, Pelopidas, Epaminondas. We are thrice 
fortunate in possessing the entire collection of these epigrams, 
unrivalled for the magnitude of the events they celebrate, and 
for the circumstances under which they were composed. When 
we reflect what would have become of the civilization of the 
world but for these Greek victories — when we remember that 
the events which these few couplets record transcend in im- 
portance those of any other single period of history — we are 
almost appalled by the contrast between the brevity of the 
epigrams and the world-wide vastness of their matter. In 
reviewing the life of Simonides, after admitting that he was 
greedy of gain and not averse to flatter, we are bound to con- 
fess that, as a poet, he proved himself adequate to the age 
of Marathon and Salamis. He was the voice of Hellas — the 
genius of Fame, sculpturing upon her brazen shield with a pen 
of adamant, in austere letters of indelible gold, the achieve- 
ments to which the whole world owes its civilization. Happy 
poet ! Had ever any other man so splendid a heritage of 
song allotted to him ? 

In style Simonides is always pure and exquisitely polished. 
The ancients called him the sweet poet — Melicertes — par ex- 
cdlaue. His truKjipocTvyrf gives a mellow tone not merely to 
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his philosophy and moral precepts, but also to his art. He 
has none of Pindar's rugged majesty, volcanic force, gorgeous 
exuberance: he does not, like Pindar, pour forth an inex- 
haustible torrent of poetical ideas, chafing against each other 
in the eddies of breathless inspiration. On the contrary, he 
works up a few thoughts, a few carefully selected images, with 
patient skill, producing a perfectly harmonious result, but one 
which is always bordering on the commonplace. Like all 
correct poets, he is somewhat tame, though tender, delicate, 
and exquisitely beautiful. Pindar electrifies his hearer, seizing 
him like the eagle in Dante's vision, and bearing him breath- 
less through the ether of celestial flame. Simonides leads us 
by the hand along the banks of pleasant rivers, through laurel 
groves, and by the porticos of sunny temples. What he pos- 
sesses of quite peculiar to his own genius is pathos — the pathos 
of romance. This appears most remarkably in the fragment 
of a threnos which describes Danae afloat upon the waves at 
night The careful development of simple thoughts in Simo- 
nides may best be Dlustrated by the fragment on the three 
hundred Spartans who died at Thermopylae : — 

**Of those who died at Thermopylie glorious is the fate and fair the 
doom ; their grave is an altar ; instead of lamentation, they have endless 
fame ; their dirge is a chant of praise. Such winding-sheet as theirs no 
rust, no, nor all-conquering time, shall bring to nought. But this sepuldire 
of brave men hath taken for its habitant the glory of Hellas. Leonidas 
is witness Sparta's king, Who hath left a mighty cron-n of valour and 
imdyingfame." 

The antitheses are wrought with consummate skill ; the fate of 
the heroes is glorious, their doom honoiurable ; so far the eulogy 
is commonplace; then the same thought receives a bolder 
turn : their grave is an altar. We do not lament for them so 
much as hold them in eternal memory; our very songs of 
sorrow become paeans of praise. What follows is a still further 
expansion of the leading theme : rust and time cannot affect 
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their fisune; Hellas confides her glory to their tomb. Then 
generalities are quitted ; and Lconidas, the protagonist of 
Thermopylae, appears. 

In his threnoi Simonides has generally recourse to the 
common grounds of consolation, which the Ionian elegists 
repeat ad nauseam^ dwelling upon the shortness and uncer- 
tainty and iUs of life, and tending rather to depress the survivors 
on their own account than to comfort them for the dead. In 
one he says, " Short is the strength of men, and vain are all 
their cares, and in their brief life trouble follows upon trouble ; 1^4 ^t . . * ' 
and death, that no man shuns, is hung above our heads — for //^ ^, ^ ^ 
him both good and bad share equally." It is impossible^. while i^^^^^j 
reading this lachrymose lament, to forget the fragment of that 
mighty threnos of Pindar's which sounds like a trumpet-blast 
for immortality, and, trampling under feet the glories of this 
world, reveals the gladness of the souls who have attained 
Elysium : — 

" For them, the night all through. 

In that broad realm below, 
The splendour of the sun spreads endless light ; 

'Mid rosy meadows bright, 
Their dty of the tombs with incense-trees. 

And golden chalices 

Of flowers, and fruitage fair, 

Scenting the breezy air, 
Is laden. There with horses and with play. 
With games and l3rres, they while the hours away. 

" On every side around 

Pure happiness is found. 
With all the blooming beauty of the world ; 

There fragrant smoke upcurled 
From altars where the blazing Are is dense 

With perfumed frankincense. 

Burned unto gods in heaven. 

Through all the land is driven, 
Making its pleasant places odorous 
With scented gales and sweet airs amorous." 
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What has been said about Simonides applies in a great 
measure also to ^acchylides, who was his nephew, pupil, and 
faithful follower. The personality of Bacchylides, as a man 
and a poet, is absorbed in that of his uncle — the greater bard, 
the more distinguished actor on the theatre of the world. While 
Simonides played his part in public life, Bacchylides gave him- 
self up to the elegant pleasures oi society ; while Simonides 
celebrated in epigrams the military glories of the Greeks, 
Bacchylides wrote wine-songs and congratulatory odes. His 
descriptions of Bacchic intoxication and of the charms of peace 
display the same careful word-painting as the description by 
Simonides of Orpheus, with more luxuriance of sensual sug- 
gestion. His threnoi exhibit the same Ionian despondency 
and resignation — a dead settled calm, an elegant stolidity of 
epicureanism. 

Here we must stop short in the front of Pindar — the Hamlet 
among these lesser actors, the Shakspere among a crowd of 
inferior poets. To treat of Greek lyrical poetry and to omit 
Pindar is a paradox in action. Yet Pindar is so colossal, so 
much apart, that he deserves a separate study, and cannot be 
dragged in at the end of a bird's-eye view of a period of lite- 
rature. At the time of Pindar poetry was sinking into man- 
nerism. He by the force of his native originality gave it a 
wholly fresh direction, and created a style as novel as it was 
inimitable. Like Athos, like Atlas, like the Matterhom, like 
Monte Viso, like the Peak of Teneriffe, he stands alone, sky- 
piercing and tremendous in his solitary strength. 
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CHAPTER VI. 
PINDAR. 

His Life. — Legends connected with him. — The Qualities of his Poetry. — 
The Olympic Games. — Pindar's Professional Character. — His Morality. 
— His Religious Belief. — Doctrine of a Future State. — Rewards and 
Punishments. — The Stracture of his Odes.— The Proemia to his Odes. 
—His Difficuhy and Tumidity of Style. 

Pindar, in spite of his great popularity among the Greeks, 
offers no exception to the rule that we know but little of 
the lives of the illustrious poets and artists of the world. His 
parents belonged to the town of Cynoscephalae ; but Pindar 
himself resided at Thebes, and spoke of Thebes as his 
native place — 6//i3a nart^i ifid. That his father was called 
Daiphantus appears tolerably certain; and we may fix the 
date of his birth at about 522 b.c He lived to the age of 
seventy-nine ; so that the flourishing period of his life exactly 
coincides with the great Persian struggle, in which he lived 
to see Hellas victorious. He had three children — a son, 
Daiphantus, and two daughters, Eumetis and Protomache. 
His family was among the noblest and most illustrious of 
Thebes, forming a branch of the ancient house of the -^geidae, 
who settled both at Thebes and Sparta in heroic times, and 
offshoots firom whom were colonists of Thera and Cyrene. 
Thus many of the heroes celebrated by Pindar, and many 
of the illustrious men to whom he dedicates his odes, were of 
his own kin. Genius for the arts seems to have been here- 
ditary in the family of Pindar, as it was in that of Stesichorus 
and of Simonides : therefore, when the youth showed an 
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aptitude for poetry, his father readily acceded to his wishes, 
and sent him to Athens to leam the art of composing for 
the chorus from Lasos, the then famous but now forgotten 
antagonist of the bard of Ceos. Before his twentieth year, 
Pindar returned to Thebes and took, it is said, instruction 
from the poetesses Myitis and Corinna. To this period of his 
artistic career belongs the oft-told tale, according to which 
Corinna bade her pupil interweave myths with his panegyrics, 
and when, following her advice, he produced an ode in which 
he had exhausted all the Theban legends, told him ry xiipl 
^€iy (nrtipiiv^ aXXa /i>) oX^ r^ OvKaK^y that one ought to sow 
with the hand and not with the whole sack. Against both 
Myrtis and Corinna, Pindar entered the lists of poetical 
contest Corinna is reported to have beaten him five times, 
and never to have been vanquished by her more iUustrious 
rival. Pausanias hints that she owed her victories to her 
beauty, and to the fact that she wrote in a broad ^olic 
dialect, more suited to the ears of her judges than Pindar's 
Doric style. The same circumstance which ensured her this 
temporary triumph may have caused her ultimate neglect. 
The fragment we possess of Corinna — 

fUfi^6fifi Sk icj) \iyovpav Movftrid* /wvya 
on pdva ^ova* Ij3a TltvBdpoto vor* ipiv, 

" I blame the clear-voiced Myrtis for that, a woman, she con- 
tended against Pindar," is curiously at variance with her own 
practice. Its .^olisms prove how local and provincial her 
language must have been. 

The history of Pindar's life is the record of his poetical 
compositions. He was essentially a professional artist, taking 
no active part in politics, letting out his muse for hire, and 
studying to perfect his poetry all through the perilous days 
of Salamis and Plataea — ^like Michael Angelo, who went on 
modelling and hewing through the sack of Rome, the fall of 
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Florence, the decline of Italian freedom, with scarce a word 
to prove the anguish of his patriot soul. Pindar, unlike his 
fellow-countrymen, did not side with the Persians, but felt 
enthusiasm for Athens, the iptiafia *'£XXa^oc, as he calls her in 
a dithyramb* {frJ^, For this he was made Proxenos of 
Athens, and received a present of 10,000 drachmas. It is 
said that the Thebans fined him for his implied reflections 
upon them, and that Athens paid the debt These facts, 
if true, testify to the post of honour which a mighty poet 
occupied in Hellas, when the vox d praterea nihil of a bard, 
inspired indeed by muses, but dependent on a patron for his 
bread, was listened to with such jealous ears by the rulers 
of great cities. The last Isthmian ode shows in what a noble 
spirit Pindar felt the dangers of Hellas during her deadly 
strife with Persia, and how he could scarcely breathe for 
anxiety until the stone of Tantalus suspended over her had 
been arrested. In the Proemium he says : — 

"For Cleander and his prime of beauty let some one, O ye youths, 
bear the glorious meed of toil to the splendid portals of his sireTelesarchus, 
the revel-song, which pays him for his Isthmian victory and for his might; 
in Nemean games. For him I too, though grieved in soul, am asked to 
call upon the golden muse. Freed as we are from mighty griefs, let us not 
fall into the bereavement of victorious crowns, nor nurse our cares : but 
ceasing from vain sorrows, spread we honeyed song abroad thus alter our 
great trouble : forasmuch as of a truth some god hath turned aside the 
stone of Tantalus which hung above our heads — intolerable suffering for 
Hellas. Me verily the passing away of dread hath cured not of all care : 
yet it is ever better to notice what is present : for treacherous time is hung 
above the lives of men, rolling the torrent of their days. Still, with 
freedom on our side, men can cure even these evils ; and it is our duty to 
attend to wholesome hope." 

. Pindar passed his time chiefly at Thebes, where his home 
was. But he also visited the different parts of Greece, fre- 

♦ This and all references are made to Bergk*s text of Pindar. 
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quently staying at Delphi, where the iron chair on which 
he sat and sang was long preserved; and also journeying 
to the houses of his patrons — Hiero of Syracuse, and pre- 
sumably Theron of Agrigentum, and perhaps, too, Alexander 
of Macedon. Olympia must have often received him as a 
guest, as well as the island of ^gina, where he had many 
friends. Odes were sent by him to Cyrene, to Ceos, to 
Rhodes — on what tablets, we may wonder, adorned with 
what caligraphy from Pindar's stylus, in what casket worthy 
of the man who loved magnificence ? The Rhodians inscribed 
his seventh Olympian — that most radiant paneg3aic of the sea- 
bom isle of Helios — in letters of gold on the walls of their 
temple of the Lindian Athene. In the midst of his artistic 
laboiurs, and while serving many patrons, Pindar, as we shall 
see, preserved his dignity and loftiness of moral character. 
The sale of his poems failed to reduce him to the level of 
sycophancy or flattery. He mingled paneg}Tics at so much 
the strophe with sharp admonitions and rebukes. 

Pindar is said to have died in the theatre at Corinth, in the 
arms of Theoxenos, a youth whom he loved passionately, and 
whom he has pnused in the most sublime strains for his beauty 
in a Scolion, the fragment of which we possess. Anacreon choked 
by a grape-stone, Sophocles breathing out his life together 
with the pathetic lamentations of Antigone, ^schylus killed 
on the sea-shore by the eagle whose flight he had watched, 
Empedocles committing his fiery but turbid spirit to the 
flames of Etna, Sappho drowning her sorrows in the surf 
of the Leucadian sea, Ibycus, the poet-errant, murdered by 
land robbers, Euripides torn to pieces like his own Pentheus, 
Archilochus honoured in his death by an oracle that cursed 
his battle-foe, Pindar amid the plaudits of the theatre sinking 
back into the arms of his Theoxenos and dying in a noon- 
tide blaze of glory — these are the appropriate and dramatic 
endings which the literary gossips among the Greeks, always 
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inventively ingenious, ascribed to some of their chief poets. 
Se non soti vert, son ben trovatL 

Some purely legendary details show the estimation in which 
Pindar was held by his countrymen. Multitudes of bees are 
said to have settled on his lips when he was an infant. Pan 
chose a hymn of his and sang it on the mountains, honouring 
a mortal poet with his divine voice. The Mother of the gods 
took up her dwelling at his door. Lastly, we have the famous 
story of the premonition of his death in dreams — a legend of 
peculiar significance, when we remember that Pindar, like Sir 
Thomas Browne, believed that " we are more than ourselves 
in our sleep," and wrote : 

" All by happy fate attain 
The end that frees them from their pain ; 
And the body 3rie],ds to death, 
But the shape of vital breath 
Still in life oontinueth ; 
It alone is heaven's conferring : 
Sleeps it when the limbs are stirring. 
But when they sleep, in many dreams it shows 
• The coming consummation both of joys and woes.'* * 

Just before his death, then, Pindar sent to inquire of the 
oracle of Ammon what was best for man. Ere the answer 
came, Persephone appeared to him in his sleep, and told him 
that he should shortly know by experience — indeed, that he 
had already solved the doubt in his last ode. Thereby Pindar 
knew that death was in store for him ; since he had written 
that it was best for men to die. Persephone added, that he 
should praise her in her own realm, though on earth he had 
not done so. The hymn which Pindar composed for Perse- 
phone in Hades, was dictated to a Theban woman by his 
ghost — so runs the tale — and written down. After his death, 

* Translated by Conington, from Fragment il of Dirges, 
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Pindar received more than heroic honours. They kept his iron 
chair at Delphi ; and the priest of Phoebus, before he shut the 
temple gates, cried, " Let Pindar the poet go into the banquet 
of the god." At Athens his statue was erected at the public 
cost At Thebes his house was spared hi the ruin of two 
sieges : — 

'* Lift not thy spear against the Muse's bower ; 
The great Emathian conqueror bid spare 
The house of Pindar, when temple and tower 
Went to the ground." 

At Rhodes, as we have seen, an ode of his was sculptured on 
the temple walls of Pallas. Throughout the future, as long as 
Greek poetry endiured, he was known emphatically by the title 
of 6 XvpiKdg, 

Pindar was famous, as these semi-mythical stories about his 
infancy and old age indicate, for piety. Unlike Horace, who 
calls himself Farms deorum cultor d infrequens^ Pindar was a 
devout and steadfast servant of his country's gods. He dedi- 
cated a shrine or fjiarpwov near his own house to the Mother 
^ of the gods, a statue to 2^us Ammon in Libya, and one to 
Hermes in the Theban agora. The whole of his poetry is 
impregnated with a lively sense of the divine in the world. 
Accepting the religious traditions of his ancestors with simple 
faith, he adds more of spiritual severity and of mystical morality 
than we find in Homer. Yet he is not superstitious or credu- 
lous. He can afford to criticise the Myths like Xenophanes 
and Plato, refusing to believe that a blessed god could be a 
glutton. In Pindar indeed we see the fine flower of Hellenic 
religion, free from slavish subservience to creeds and cere- 
monies, capable of extracting sublime morality fi-om mythical 
legends, and adding to the old glad joyousness of the Homeric 
faith a deeper and more awful perception of superhuman mys- 
teries. The philosophical scepticism which in Greece, after 
the age of Pericles, corroded both the fabric of mythology and 
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the indistinct doctrines of theological monotheism, had not yet 
begun to act 

Passing to the poetry of Pindar, we have a hard task before 
us. What can be said adequate to such a theme? What can 
be left unsaid of the many thoughts that ought to be expressed ? 
At the time of Pindar's youth, lyrical poetry in Greece was 
sinking into mannerism. He, by the force of his originality, 
gave it a whoUy new direction, and, coming last of the great 
Dorian lyrists, taught posterity what sort of thing an ode should 
be. The grand pre-eminence of Pindar as an artist was due 
in a great measture to his personality. Frigid, austere, and 
splendid ; not genial like that of Simonides, not passionate 
like that of Sappho, not acrid like that of Archilochus ; hard 
as adamant, rigid in moral firmness, glittering with the strong 
keen light of snow; haughty, aristocratic, magnificent — ^the 
unique personality of the man Pindar, so irresistible in its influ- 
ence, so hard to characterize, is felt in every strophe of his odes. 
In his isolation and elevation Pindar stands like some fabled 
heaven-aspiring peak — a Matterhom of solid gold, conspicuous 
from afar, girdled at the base with ice and snow, beaten by 
winds, wreathed roimd with steam and vapour, jutting a sharp 
and dazzling outline into cold blue ether. Few things that 
have life dare to visit him at his grand altitude. Glorious with 
sunlight and with stars, touched by rise and set of day with 
splendour, he shines when other lesser heights are dulled. 
Pindar among his peers is solitary. He had no communion 
with the poets of his day. He is the eagle, Simonides and 
Bacchylides are jackdaws. He soars to the empyrean ; they 
haunt the valley mists. Noticing this rocky, barren, severe, 
glittering solitude of Pindar's soul, critics have not unfi-equently 
complained that his poems are devoid of individual interest 
Possibly they have failed to comprehend and appreciate the 
nature of this sublime and distant genius, whose character, in 
truth, is just as marked as that of Dante or of Michael Angelo. 
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Since I have indulged in one metaphor in the vain attempt 
to enter into some rapport with Pindar, let me proceed to illus- 
trate the Pindaric influence — the impression produced by a 
sympathetic study of his odes upon the imagination saturated 
\vith all that is peculiar in his gorgeous style — by the deliberate 
expansion of some similes, which are by no means mere orna- 
ments of rhetoric, but illustrations carefully selected ftom the 
multitude of images forced upon the mind during a detailed 
perusal of his poetry. One of the common names for Pindar 
is the Theban Eagle. This supplies us with the first image, 
which may be conveyed in the very words of Dante :• 

** In dreams I seemed to see an eagle hovering in air on wings of gold, 
with pinions spread and ready to swoop. I thought I was on the spot where 
Ganymede was taken from his comrades, and borne aloft to the celestial 
consistory. I pondered — peradventure the great bird only strikes this hill 
and peradventure scorns to snatch elsewhere his prey. Then it seemed to 
me that, after wheeling a while, it swooped, terrible like lightning, and 
caught me up into the sphere of flame ; and there I thought that it and I 
both burned ; and so fiercely did the fire in my imagination blaze, that 
sleep no longer could endure, but broke." 

This simile describes the rapidity and fierceness of Pindar's 
spirit, the atmosphere of empyreal splendour into which he 
bears us with strong wings and clinging talons. Another 
image may be borrowed from Horace,t who says : 

** Fervet immensusque ruit profundo Pindarus ore:** 

likening the poet to a torrent, unrestrained, roaring to the 
woods and precipices with a thundrous voice. This image 
does not, like the other, fix our attention upon the quality 
peculiar to Pindar among all the poets of the world — splen- 
dour, fire, the blaze of pure effulgence. But it does suggest 
another characteristic, which is the stormy violence of his 
song, that chafes within its limits and seems unable to advance 

• Pitrg.^ ix. 19. + Carm.y iv. 2. 
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quickly enough in spite of its speed. This violence of Pindar's 
style, as of some snow-swollen Alpine stream, the hungry 
Arve or death-cold Lutschine, leaping and raging among 
granite boulders, has misled Horace into the notion that 
Pindar's odes are without metrical structure : 

** numerisque fertur 
Lege solutis : " 

whereas we know that, while pursuing his eagle-flight to the 
sun, or thundering along his torrent-path, Pindar steadily 
observed the laws of Strophe, Antistroph^, and Epode with 
consummate art. A third figure may be chosen from Pindar* 
himself. 

''As when a man takes from his wealthy hand a goblet foaming with 
the dew of the grape, and gives it with healths and pledges to his youthM 
son-in-law to bear from one home to the other home, golden, the crown of 
his possessions, gracing the feast and glorifying his kinsman, and makes 
him in the eyes of the assembled friends to be admired for his harmonious 
wedlock : so I, sending outpoured nectar, the Muse*s gift, to conquering 
heroes, the sweet fruit of the soul, greet them like gods, victors at Olympia 
and Pytho.** 

Then too he adds : "With the lyre and with the various voices 
of flutest I have come with Diagoras across the sea, chanting 
the wave-bom daughter of the Cyprian goddess and the bride 
of Helios, island Rhodes." In this passage we get a lively im- 
pression of some of the marked qualities of Pindar. Reading 
his poetry is like quaffing wine that bubbles in a bowl of gold. 
Then too there is the picture of the poet, gorgeously attired, 
with his singing robes about him, erect upon the prow of a 
gilded galley, floating through dazzling summer-waves toward 
the island of his love, Rhodes or Sicily, or iEgina. The lyre 

• 7th 01. 

t Compare this with the passage in Pythian iii. 68, where Pindar de- 
scribes himself loviav rifivutv BaXaeffav. 

M 
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and the flute send their clear sounds across the sea. We pass 
temple and citadel on shore and promontory. The banks of 
oars sweep the flashing brine. Meanwhile the mighty poet 
stretches forth his golden cup of song to greet the princes and 
iUustrious athletes who await him on the marble quays. Read- 
ing Pindar is a progress of this pompous kind. Pindar, as one 
of his critics remarks, was bom and reared in splendour: 
splendour became his vital atmosphere. The epithet 0iXayXaoc 
which he gives to Girgenti, suits himself. The splendour- 
loving Pindar is his name and title for all time. If we search 
the vocabulary of Pindar to find what phrases are most fi'e- 
quently upon his lips, we shall be struck with the great pre- 
ponderance of all words that indicate radiance, magnificence, 
lustre. To Pindar's soul splendour was as elemental as har- 
r mony to Milton's. Of the Graces, Aglaia must have been his 
favourite. Nor, love as he did the gorgeousness of wealth, 
was it mere transitory pomp, the gauds and trappings of the 
world, which he admired. There must be something to stir 
the depths of his soul — beauty of person, or perfection of art, 
or moral radiance, or ideal grandeiu*. The blaze of real mag- 
nificence draws him as the sim attracts the eagle ; he does not 
flit moth-like about the glimmer of mere ephemeral lights. 

After these three figures, which illustrate the fiery flight, the 
torrent-fulness, the intoxicating charm of Pindar, one remains 
by which the magnetic force and tumult of his poetry may be 
faintly adumbrated. He who has watched a sunset attended 
by the passing of a thunderstorm in the outskirts of the Alps, 
firom some height like the Rigi or the Monte Generoso, or from 
the meadow-slopes of Berchtesgaden — ^who has seen the distant 
ranges of the mountains alternately obscured by cloud and 
blazing with the concentrated radiance of the sinking sun, while 
drifting scuds of hail and rain, tawny with sunlight, glistening 
with broken rainbows, clothe peak and precipice and forest in 
the golden veil of flame-irradiated vapour — who has heard the 
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thunder bellow in the thwarting folds of hills, and watched the 
lightning, like a snake's tongue, flicker at intervals amid gloom 
and glory — ^knows in nature's language what Pindar teaches 
with the voice of art It is only by an inflated metaphor like 
this that any attempt to realize the Sturm und Drang of 
Pindar's style can be communicated. Go still further afield in 
search of similes : fancy yourself pla3ring such a motette as 
Mozarf s SpUndmte tc Dms in the chapel of Mont St Michel, 
which is built like a lighthouse on a rock, at the bottom of 
which the sea is chiuming in a tempest : and perhaps the ima- 
ginative equivalent will be still more complete. But a truce to 
this ^nciful building up of similes ! In plain critical language,^* 
Pindar combines the strong flight of the eagle, the irresistible 
force of the torrent, the richness of Greek wine, the majestic 
pageantry of Nature in one of her sublimer moods. 

Like all the great lyrists of the Dorian School, Pindar com- 
posed odes of various species — Hymns, Prosodia, Parthenia, 
Threnoi, Scolia, Dithyrambs, as well as Epinikia. Of all but 
the Epinikian Odes we have only inconsiderable fragments left ; 
yet these are sublime and beautiful enough to justify us in 
believing that Pindar surpassed his rivals in the Threnos and 
the Scolion as far as in the Epinikian Ode. Forty-four of his 
poems we possess entire — fourteen Olympians, twelve Pythians, 
eleven Nemeans, seven Isthmians. Of the occasions which led 
to the composition of these odes something must be said. 
The Olympian games were held in Elis once in five years, 
during the summer : their prize was a wreath of wild olive. 
The Pythian games were held in spring, on the Crissaean plain, 
once in Ave years,: their prizes were a wreath of laurel and a 
palm. The Nemean games were held in the groves of Nemea, 
near Cleonae, in Argolis, once in three years : their prize was a 
wreath of parsley. The Isthmian games were held at Corinth, 
once in three years : their prize was a wreath of pine, native 
to the spot The Olympian festival honoured Zeus ; that of 

M 2 
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Pytho, Phoebus ; that of Nemea, Zeus ; that of the Isthmus, 
Poseidon. Originally they were all of the nature of a nayiiyvpiQ 
or national assembly at the shrine of some deity local to the 
spot, or honoured there with more than ordinary reverence. 
The Isthmian g^mes in particular retained a special character : 
instituted for an Ionian deity, whose rites the men of Elis 
refused to acknowledge, they failed to unite the whole Greek 
race. The Greek games, like the Zwing-feste and shooting 
matches of Switzerland, served as recurring occasions of 
reimion and fellowship. Their influence in preserving a Pan- 
hellenic feeling was very marked. Ehiring the time of the feast, 
and before and after, for a sufficient number of days to allow of 
travellers journeying to and from Olympia and Delphi, hostilities 
were suspended through Hellas ; safe-conduct was given through 
all states to pilgrims. One common religious feeling animated 
all the Greeks at these seasons : they met in rivahy, not of 
arms on the battle-field, but of personal prowess in the lists. 
And though the various families of the HeUenic stock were 
never united, yet their games gave them a common object, and 
tended to the diffusion of ideas. 

Let us pause to imagine the scene which the neighbourhood 
of Olympia must have presented, as the great Derby-day of the 
Greek race approached — a Derby-day, however, consecrated by 
religion, dignified by patriotic pride, adorned with Art. The 
full blaze of summer is overhead ; plain and hill-side yield no 
shade but what the spare branches of the olive and a few 
spreading pines afford. Along the road throng pilgrims and 
deputies, private persons journeying modestly, and public 
ambassadors gorgeously equipped at the expense of their state. 
Strangers from Sicily, or Cyrene, or Magna Graecia, land from 
galleys on the coast of Elis. Then there are the athletes with 
their trainers — ^men who have been in rude exercise for the 
prescribed ten months, and whose limbs are in the bloom of 
manly or of boyish strength. Sages, like Gorgias, or Prodicus^ 
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or Protagoras, are on their way, escorted by bands of disciples, 
eager to engage each other in debate beneath the porticos 
of the Olympian Zeus. Thales or Anaxagoras arrives, big 
with a new theory of the universe. Historians like Hero- 
dotus are carrying their scrolls to read before assembled 
Hellas. Epic poets and rhapsodes are furnished ^nth tales 
of heroes, freshly coined from their own brains, or conned 
with care from Homer. Rich men bring chariots for racing 
or display ; the more a man spends at Olympia, the more 
he honours his native city. Women, we need not doubt, are 
also on the road — Hetairae from Corinth, and Cyprus, and 
Ionia. Sculptors bring models of their skill. Potters exhibit 
new shapes of vases, with scrolls of honeysuckle wreathing 
round the pictured image of some handsome boy, to attract the 
eyes of buyers. Painters have their tablets and colours ready. 
Apart from these more gay and giddy servants of the public 
taste, are statesmen and diplomatists, plenipotentiaries de- 
spatched to feel the pulse of Hellas, negotiators seeking 
opportunities for safe discussion of the affairs of rival cities. 
Every active brain, or curious eye, or wanton heart, or well- 
trained limb, or skilful hand, or knavish wit may find its fit 
employment here. A mediaeval pilgrimage to St. James of 
Compostella or St Thomas of Canterbury was nothing to this 
exodus of wit in Greece. 

As they approached Olympia, a splendid scene burst upon 
the travellers' eyes — the plain of Elis, rich, deep-meadowed, 
hoary with olive-trees. One cried to the other. There is the 
hill of Cronion ! There is the grove of Altis ! Thither flows 
Alpheus to the sea ! Those white and glittering statues are 
the portraits of the victors! That temple is the house of 
everlasting Zeus ; beneath its roof sits the Thunderer of Phei- 
dias! Every step made the journey more exciting. By the 
bed of the Alpheus, tawny in midsummer with dusty oleander- * 
blossoms, the pilgrims passed. At last they enter the pre- 
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cincts of Olympian Zeus : the sacred enclosure is alive with 
men ; the statues among the trees are scarcely moye wonder- 
worthy in their glittering marble than are the bodies of the 
athletes moving beneath them. The first preoccupation of 
every Greek who visited Olympia, was to see the statue of 
Zeus; Not to have gazed upon this masterpiece of Pheidias 
was, according to a Greek proverb, the imhappiness of life. In 
this, his greatest work, the Athenian sculptor touched the 
highest point of art, and incarnated the most sublime concep- 
tion of Greek religious thought The god was seated on his 
throne ; but, even so, the image rose to the height of forty 
feet, wrought of pure ivory and gold. At his feet stood figures 
symbolical of victory in the Olympian games : among them 
the portrait of Pantarkes, himself a victor, the youth whom 
Pheidias loved. In designing his great statue the sculptor had 
in mind those lines of Homer which describe Zeus nodding 
his ambrosial locks, and shaking Olympus. That he had 
succeeded in presenting to the eye all that the Greek race 
could imagine of godlike power and holiness and peace, was 
attested not only by the universal voice of Hellas, but also by 
the Romans who gazed as conquerors upon the god. Lucius 
Paulus iEmilius, we are told, after the battle of Pydna, swept 
Greece, and coming to Olympia, saw the Pheidian Zeus. He 
shuddered, and exclaimed that he had set mortal eyes upon 
the deity incarnate. Yet Paulus was a Roman trampling with 
his legionaries the subject states of fallen Hellas. Cicero 
proclaimed that Pheidias had copied nothing human, but 
had carved the ideal image existing in an inspired mind. 

Zeus, it must be remembered, was the supreme god of the 
Aryan race, the purest divinity of the Greek cultus. He was. 
called Father, Sire of gods and men. Therefore his presence 
in the Panhellenic temple was peculiarly appropriate and 
awe-inspiring. We may imagine the feelings of an athlete 
coming to struggle for tlie fame of his own city, when he 
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first approached this statue in the august Olympian 
shrine. The games were held at the time of a full moon ; 
through the hjrpaethral opening of the temple-roof fell the 
silver rays aslant upon those solemn lineaments, making the 
glow of ivory and gold more solemn in the dimness of a 
wondrous gloom. 

Presidents chosen from the people of Elis and named 
Hellanodikai, awarded the prizes and controlled the conduct 
of the games. From their decision, in cases of doubt, there 
was a final appeal to the assembly of Elis. In the morning 
the heralds opened the lists with this proclamation :• " Now 
begins the contest that dispenses noblest prizes; time tells 
you to delay no longer." When the runners were ready, 
the heralds started them with these words, "Put your feet 
to the line and run." At the end of the day they cried, 
"Now ceases the contest that dispenses noblest prizes; 
time tells you to delay no longer." The victor was crowned 
with wild olive, and led by his friends to the temple of Zeus. 
On the way they shouted the old Archilochian chorus^ 
r^i^eXXa KfxK\iviKt^ to which Pindar alludes in the beginning 
of his 9th Olympian: "The song of Archilochus uttered 
at Olympia, the triple cry of Hail Victorious! was enough 
to conduct Epharmostus, leading the revel to the Cronian 
hill with his comrades. But now, firom the ifarnlarting bows 
of the Muses, approach Zeus of the blazing thunder and 
the holy jutting land of Elis with these mightier shafts." 
Sacrifice and banquet took place in the evening ; and happy 
was the athlete who, in this supreme moment, was greeted by 
Pindar with attendant chorus and musicians of the flute and 
lyre. Three Olympians, which seem to have been composed 
and chanted on the spot, survive— the 4th, the 8th, the loth 
The Proemia to these odes, two of which are remarkably short, 

• Bergk, Poeta Lyricij p. 1 301. 

Digitized by VjOOQIC 



i68 THE GREEK POETS, 

indicating the haste in which they had been prepared, suffi- 
ciently establish this fact. " Supreme hurler of the thunderbolt 
that never tires, Zeus ! Thy festival recurring with the season 
brings me with sound of lyre and song to witness august 
games." " Parent of golden-crowned contests, Olympia, mis- 
tress of truth," &c. But it could not be expected that the 
more elaborate of Pindar's compositions should be ready on 
such occasions. It usually happened that the victor either 
found Pindar at Olympia, or sent a message to him at Thebes, 
and bespoke an ode, adding gifts in accordance with the poet's 
rank and fame. Then Pindar composed his Epinikian, which 
was sung when the conqueror returned to his own city. The 
ode would be repeated on successive anniversaries at banquets, 
sacrificial festivals, and processions in honour of the victory. 
The 9th Olympian, which has been already quoted, was, for 
example, sung at a banquet in honour of Epharmostus of 
Opus, after the altar of Ajax, son of Ofleus, had been crowned. 
Pindar, as we find firom frequent allusions in the odes, had 
such a press of work that he often delayed sending his poems 
at the proper time, and had to excuse himself for neglect. In 
the second Isthmian he records a delay of two years. We may 
add that he did not disdain to accept money for his toil. In 
the I ith Pythian he says : " Muse, it is thy part, since thou hast 
contracted to give thy voice for gold, to set it going in various 
ways." In the Proemium to the second Isthmian he somewhat 
bitterly laments the necessity that made him sell his songs. 

'*The men of old, Thrasybulus, who climbed the chariot of the gold- 
crowned Muses, and received a famous lyre, lightly shot their arrows of 
honey-voiced hymns in praise of boys, of him whose beauty kept tlie 
summer bloom of youth, that sweetest souvenir of Aphrodite throned in 
joy. For the Muse as yet loved not gain, nor worked for hire, nor were 
sweet and tender songs with silvered faces sold by Terpsichore. But now 
she bids us keep the Argive*s speech in mind ; and verily it hits the truth; 
that Money, Money, Money makes the man. He spoke it when deserted 
of his riches and his friends." 
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Yet we must not suppose that Pindar sang slavishly the 
praise of every bidder. He was never fulsome in his pane- 
gyric. He knew how to mingle eulogy with admonition. If 
his theme be the wealth of a tyrant like Hiero, he reminds him 
of the dangers of ambition and the crime of avarice. Arcesi- 
laus of Cyrene is warned * to remit his sentence of banish- 
ment in favour of a powerful exile. Victors, puffed up with 
the pride of their achievements, hear from him how variable 
is the life *of man, how all men are mere creatures of a day. 
Handsome youths are admonished to beware of lawlessness 
and shun incontinence. Thus Pindar, while suiting his praises 
to the persons celebrated, always interweaves an appropriate 
precept of morality. There was nothing that he hated more 
than flattery and avarice, and grasping after higher honours 
than became his station. In him more than in any other 
poet, were apparent the Greek virtues of £v«:o(r/Lcca, ^w^po^i^, 
and all the qualities which were summed up in the motto 
[kr\ltv ^yav. Those who are ciuious to learn Pindar's 
opinions on these points may consult the following passages :t 

♦ Pyth. iv. 263. 

t ** Hateful of a truth, even in days of old, was treacherous blandishment, 
attendant of wily words, designing guile, mischief-making slander, which 
loves to wrest the splendour of fame and to maintain the unreal honours of 
ignoble men. Never may such be my temper, Zeus, our father ! but may 
I follow the plain paths of life, that, dying, I may leave no foul fame to 
my children. Some pray for gold, and some for vast lands ; but I to please 
my countrymen, and so to hide my limbs beneath the earth, praising where 
praise is due, and sowing blame for sinful men. Virtue grows and blooms, 
like a tree that shoots up under fostering dews, when skilled men and just; 
raise it towards the liquid air.'* ....** Among my fellow-citizens I look 
with brightness in my eye, not having overstepped due bounds, and having 
removed from before my feet all violence. May future time come kindly 
to me.'* .... "May I obtain from heaven the desire of what is right, 
aiming at things within my powers in my prime of life. For finding, as I 
do» that the middle status in a city flourishes with more lasting prosperity, 
I deprecate the lot of kings." . . . . " Passing the pleasure of the days 
I gently glide towards old age and man's destined end : for all alike we die : 
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Nem. viii. 32 ; Nem. vii. 65 ; Pyth. xi. 50 ; Isthm. vii. 40 ; 
Isthm. V. 14 ; and lastly, Pyth. x. 22, which contains this truly 
beautiful description of a thoroughly successful life, as imagined 
by a Greek : 

" That man is happy and songworthy by the skilled, who, victorious by 
might of hand or vigour of foot, achieves the greatest prizes with daring 
and with strength ; and who in his lifetime sees his son, while yet a boy, 
crowned happily with Pythian wreaths. The brazen heaven, it is tme, is 
inaccessible to him; but whatsoever joys we race of mortals touch, he 
reaches to the &rthest voyage." 

With this we may compare the story of happy lives told by 
Croesus to Solon, and the celebrated four lines of Simonides : 
— " Health is best for a mortal man ; next beauty ; thirdly, 
well-gotten wealth; fourthly, the pleasure of youth among 
friends." 

Closely connected with Pindar's ethical beliefs were his 

religious notions, which were both peculiar and profound. 

Two things with regard to his theology deserve especial 

notice — ^its conscious criticism of existing legends, and its 

strong Pythagorean bias, both combined with true Hellenic 

orthodoxy in all essentials. One of the greatest difficulties 

in forming an exact estimate of the creed of a philosophical 

Greek intellect, is to know how to value the admixture of 

scientific scepticism on the one hand, and of piurer theism 

on the other. About Pindar's time the body of Hellenic mytho- • 

IS being invaded by a double process of destructive 

onstructive criticism. Xenophanes, for example, 

iinly denounced as absurd the anthropomorphic Pan- 

aade in the image of man, while he endeavoured to 

r fortune unequal; and if a man seek far, short is his strength to 
I brazen seat of the gods : verily winged P^;asus cast hb lord 
ion, who sought to come into the dwellings of the heaven, unto 
pany of 2^eus.'* . . . . « Seek not to be Zeus .... mortal 
ire for mortal men." 



Digitized by 



Google 



PINDAR. 171 

substitute a cult of the One God, indivisible and incognis- 
able. Plato still further developed the elements suggested 
by Xenophanes. But there was some inherent incapacity 
in the Greek intellect for arriving at monotheism by a process 
of rarefaction and purification. The destructive criticism 
which in Xenophanes, Pindar/ and Plato had assailed the 
grosser myths, dwindled into unfruitful scepticism. The at- 
tempts at constructing a rational theosophy ended in meta- 
physics. Morality was studied as a separate branch of 
investigation, independent of destructive criticism and re- 
ligious construction. Meanwhile the popular polytheism 
continued to flourish, though enfeebled, degenerate, and 
disconnected firom the nobler impulses of poetry and art In 
Pindar the process of decadence had not begun. He stood at 
the very highest point which it was possible for a religious Greek { 
to reach— combining the aesthetically ennobling enthusiasm for- 
the old Greek deities with so much critical activity as enabled I 
him to reject the grosser myths, and with that moderate 
amount of theological mysticism which the unassisted intellect; 
of the Greeks seemed capable of receiving without degeneracy! 
into puerile superstition. The first Olympian ode contains 
the most decided passages in illustration of his critical in- 
dependence of judgment : 

" Impossible is it for me to call one of the blessed ones a glutton : 
• I stand aloof : loss hath often overtaken evil speakers." 

Again: 

*' Truly many things are wonderful; and it may be that in some cases 
fables dressed up with cunning fictions beyond the true account falsify 
the traditions of men. But Beauty, which is the author of all delicious 
things for mortals, by giving to these myths acceptance, ofttimes makes 
even what is incredible to be credible : but succeeding time gives the most 
certain evidence of truth ; and for a man to speak nobly of the gods is 
seemly; for so the blame is less." 

These two passages suffice to prove how fireely Pindar handled 
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the myths, not indeed exposing them to the corrosive action 
of mere scepticism, but testing them* by the higher standard 
of the healthy human conscience. ^Vhen he refuses to believe 
that the immortals were cannibals and eat tlie limbs of Pelops, 
he is like a rationalist avowing his disbelief in the doctrine of 
eternal damnation. His doubt does not proceed from irre- 
ligion, but from faith in the immutable holiness of the gods, 
who set the ideal standard of human morality. What seems 
to him false in the myths, he attributes to the accretions of 
ignorant opinion and vain fancy round the truth. 

The mystical element of Pindar's creed, whether we call it 
Orphic or Pythagorean, is remarkable for a definite belief in 
the future life, including a system of rewards and punishments, 
for the assertion of the supreme tribunal of conscience,t and 
finally, for a reliance on rites of purification. The most 
splendid passage in which these opinions are expressed by 
Pindar is that portion of the second Olympian in which 
he describes the torments of the wicked and the blessings 
of the just beyond the grave : — 

"Among the dead, sinful souls at once pay penalty, and the crimes 
done in this realm of Zeus are judged beneath the earth by one who gives 
sentence under dire necessity. 

"But the good, enjoying perpetual sunlight equally by night and day, 
receive a life more free from woes than this of ours ; they trouble not the 



• Compare for a similar freedom of judgment Antigone's famous speech 
ritten Laws. 

iscience forms a strong point in the ethical systems of many of 
, especially of Plato, of Lucretius, of Persius— authors otherwise 
nough as representing three distinct species of thought. In 
it receives an imperfect embodiment in the Erinnyes, who, how- 
iritual forces acting from without, rather than from within, upon 
L Purifying rites belonged to the Mysteries or rtKtrai ; they 
rominent feature in the Ethics of Empedocles and Pythagoras, 
igral part of the cult of Apollo and the nether deities. Phi- 
ke Plato rejected them as pertaining to ceremonial superstition. 
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earth with strength of hand, nor the water of the sea for scanty sustenance ; 
but with the honoured of the gods, all they who delighted in the keeping of 
their oath pass a tearless age : the others suffer woe on which no eye can 
bear to look. Those who have thrice endured on either side the grave to 
keep their spirits wholly free from crime, journey on the road of Zeus to 
the tower of Cronos : where round the islands blow breezes ocean-borne : 
and flowers of gold bum some on the land from radiant trees, and others 
the wave feeds : with necklaces whereof they twine their hands and 
brows, in the just decrees of Rhadamanthus, whom father Cronos 
has for a perpetual colleague, he who is spouse of Rhea throned above 
all gods. 

"Peleus and Cadmus are numbered among these: and thither was 
Achilles brought by his mother when she swayed the heart of Zeus with 
prayer ; he who slew Hector, the invincible firm pillar of Troy, and gave 
Cycnus to death and £o*s Ethiopian son." 

The following fragments from Threnoi* translated by Pro- 
fessor Conington, further illustrate Pindar's belief in a future 
state of weal or woe : 

" They from whom Persephone 
Due atonement shall receive 
For the things that made to grieve. 

To the upper sunlight she 

Sendeth back their souls once more. 

Soon as winters eight are o'er. 

From those blessed spirits spring 

Many a great and goodly king. 

Many a man of glowing might, 

Many a wise and learned wight : 

And while after-days endure, 

Men esteem them heroes pure." 



And again : 



'' Shines for them the sun's warm glow 
When 'tis darkness here below : 
And the ground before their towers. 
Meadow-land with purple flowers. 
Teems with incense-bearing treen. 
Teems with fruit of golden sheen. 
Some in steed and wrestling feat. 
Some in dice take pleasure sweet. 



• Bunsen's Cod in History, vol. il pp. 144 and 136. 
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Some in harping : at their side 
Blooms the spring in all her pride. 
Fragrance all about is blown 

0*er that country of desire, 
Ever as rich gifts are thrown 

Freely on the far-seen fire, 
Blazing from the altar-stone. 

• • • • • 

But the souls of the profane, 

Far from heaven removed below, 
Flit on earth in murderous pain 

'Neath the unyielding yoke of woe ; 
While pious spirits tenanting the sky 
Chant praises to the mighty one on high." 

For Pindar's conception of the destinies of frail humanity, 
take this sublime but melancholy ending to an ode* which has 
been full of triumphant exultation : " Brief is the growing-time 
of joy for mortals, and briefly too doth its flower fall to earth 
shaken by fell fate. Things of a day ! what are we — ^and what 
are we not! A shadow's dream is man. But when the 
splendour that God gives descends, then there remains a 
radiant light and gladsome life for mortals.'' Compare with 
this the opening of the sixth Nemean : 

** One is the race of men, and one the race of gods ; from one mother 
we both draw breath. But a total difference of force divides us, since man's 
might is nought, while brazen heaven abideth a sure seat for aye. Never- 
theless, we are not all unlike immortals either in our mighty soul or 
strength of limb, though we know not to what goal of night or day fate 
hath written do\vn for us to run." 

Passing to the consideration of Pindar piurely as an artist, 
we may first examine the structure of his odes, and then illus- 
trate the qualities of his poetry by reference to some of the 
more splendid Proemia and descriptions. The task which lay 
before him when he undertook to celebrate a victory at one 

* Pyth. viiL 

Digitized by VjOOQIC 



PINDAR, 175 

of the Greek games, was this. Some rich man had won a race 
with his chariot and horses, or some strong man had conquered 
his competitors by activity or force of limb. Pindar had to 
praise the rich man for his wealth and liberality, the strong 
man for his endurance of training and personal courage or 
dexterity. In both cases the victor might be felicitated on his 
good fortune — on the piece of luck whidi had befallen him ; 
and if he were of comely person or illustrious blood, these also 
offered topics for congratulation. The three chief common- 
places of Pindar, therefore, are oXj3oc, ii^^-i wrvy^a^ wealth 
or prosperity, manliness or spirit, and blessings independent 
of both, god-given, not acquired. But it could not be that a 
great poet should ring the changes only on these three sub- 
jects, or content himself with describing the actual contest, 
which probably he had not witnessed. Consequently Pindar 
illustrates his odes with myths or stories bearing more or less 
closely on the circumstances of his hero. Sometimes he cele- 
brates the victor^s ancestry, as in the famous sixth Olympian, 
in' which the history of the lamidae is given ; sometimes his 
city, as in the seventh Olympian, where he describes the birth- 
place of Diagoras, the island Rhodes ; sometimes he dwells 
upon an incident in the hero's life, as when in the third 
Pythian the illness of Hiero suggests the legend of Asdepius 
and Cheiron ; sometimes a recent event, hke the eruption of 
Etna, alluded to in the first Pythian, gives colour to his ode ; 
sometimes, as in the case of the last Pythian, where the story 
of Medusa is narrated, thel egendary matter is introduced 
to specialize the nature of the contest. The victory itself is 
hardly touched upon : the allusions to oX/3oc, optrit^ tvTvyia^ 
though fi-equent and interwoven with the texture of the ode, 
are brief: the whole poetic fabric is so designed as to be 
appropriate to the occasion and yet independent of it There- 
fore Pindar's odes have not perished with the memory of the 
events to which they owed their composition. 
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Pindar's peculiar treatment of the Epinikian ode may best 
be illustrated by analyzing the structure of one or two of his 
poems. But first take this translation of one of the shorter and 
simpler of the series — ^the twelfth Pythian : 

** To thee, fairest of earthly towns, I pray — 
Thou splendour-lover, throne of Proserpine, 
Piled o*er Girgenti's slopes, that feed alway 
Fat sheep ! — with grace of gods and men incline. 
Great queen, to take this Pythian crown and own 
Midas ; for he of all the Greeks, thy son, 
Hath triumphed in the art which Pallas won. 
Weaving of fierce Gorgonian throats the dolorous moan. 

*' She from the snake-encircled hideous head 
Of maidens heard the wailful dirges flow. 
What time the third of those fell Sisters bled 
By Perseus' hand, who brought the destined woe 
To vexed Seriphos. He on Phorkys' brood 
Wrought ruin, and on Polydectes laid 
Stem penance for his mother's servitude. 
And for her forceful wedlock, when he slew the maid 

" Medusa. He by living gold, they say. 
Was got on Danae : but Pallas bore 
Her hero through those toils, and wrought the lay 
Of full-voiced flutes to mock the ghastly roar 
Of those strong jaws of grim Euryale : 
A goddess made and gave to men the flute. 
The fountain-head of many a strain to be. 
That ne'er at game or nation's feast it might be mute, 

*' Sounding through subtle brass and voiceful reeds, 
Which near the dty of the Graces spring 
By fair Cephisus, faithful to the needs 
Of dancers. Lo ! there cometh no good thing 
Apart from toils to mortals, though to-day 
Heaven crown their deeds : yet shun we not the laws 
Of Fate ; for times impend when chance withdraws 
What most we hoped, and what we hoped not gives for aye." 

Here it will be seen that Pindar introduces his subject with 
a panegyric of Girgenti, his hero's birthplace. Then he names 
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Midas, and tells the kind of triumph he has gained. This 
leads him to the legend of Medusa. The whole is concluded 
with moral reflections on the influence of Fate over human 
destinies. The structure of the sixth Pythian is also very 
simple. " I build an indestructible treasure-house of praise 
for Xenocrates (lines 1-18), which Thrasybulus, his son, gained 
for him ; as Antilochus died for Nestor (19-43), so Thrasybulus 
has done what a son could for his fatlier (44-46) ; wise and 
fair is he in his youth ; his company is sweeter than the 
honeycomb " (47-54). One of the longest odes, the fourth 
Pythian, is constructed thus : " Muse ! celebrate Arcesilaus 
(1-5). Cyrene, Arcesilaus' home; its foundation and the 
oracle given to Battus (5-69). The tale of the Argonauts, 
ancestors of the founders of Thera and of Cyrene (69-262). 
Advice to Arcesilaus in the interest of Demophilus " (263-299). 
Here the victory at Pytho is but once briefly alluded to (1. 64). 
The whole ode consists of pedigree and political admonition, 
either directly administered at the end, or covertly conveyed 
through the example of Pelias. The sixth Olympian, which 
contains the pedigree of the lamidae, is framed on similar 
principles. The third Pythian introduces its mythology by a 
diflerept method : " I wish I could restore Cheiron, the healer 
and the tutor of Asclepius, to life (1-7). The story of Coronis, 
her son Asclepius, and Hippolytus (7-58). Moral, to be con- 
tent and submit to mortality (58-62). Yet would that Cheiron 
might return and heal Hiero (62-76) ! I will pray; and do 
you, Hiero, remember that Heaven gives one blessing and two 
curses, and that not even Cadmus and Peleus were always 
fortunate (17-106). May I suit myself always to my fortune ! " 
(107-115). The whole of this ode relates to Hiero's illness, 
and warns him of vicissitudes : even the episode of Coronis 
and Aslepicus contains a covert warning against arrogance, 
while it gracefully alludes to Hiero's health. 
The originality and splendour of Pindar are most noticeable 
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in the openings of his odes — ^the Proemia, as they are tedini- 
cally called. It would appear that he possessed an inexhaustible 
storehouse of radiant imagery, from which to draw new thoughts 
for the commencement of his poems. In this region, which 
most poets find but barren, he displayed the ftillest vigour and 
fertility of fancy. Sometimes, but rarely, the opening is simple, 
as in the second Olympian : " Hymns that rule the lyre ! what 
god, what hero, what man shall we make famous ?" Or the 
ninth Pythian : " I wish to proclaim, by help of the deep- 
girdled Graces, brazen-shielded Telesicrates, Pythian victor,'^ 
&c Rather more complex are the following : Nem. iv. " The 
joy of the feast is the best physician after toil ; but songs, the 
wise daughters of the Muses, soothe the victor with their touch : 
warm water does not so refresh and supple weary limbs as 
praise attended by the lyre;'* or again : 01. xi. "There is a 
time when men have greatest need of winds ; there is when 
heaven's showers of rain, children of the cloud, are sorest 
sought for. But if a man achieves a victory with toil, then 
sweet-voiced hymns arise as the beginning of future fame,'* 
&a &C. But soon we pass into a more gorgeous region. " As 
when with golden columns reared beneath the well-walled 
palace-porch we build a splendid hall, so will I build my 
song. At the beginning of the work we must make the portal 
radiant"* Or again : " No carver of statues am I, to fashion 
figures stationary on their pedestal ; but come, sweet song ! on 
every argosy and skiff set forth from iEgina to proclaim that 
Pytheas, Lampon's son, by strength of might is victor in 
Nemean games, upon whose chin and cheek you see not yet 
the tender mother of the vine-flower, summer's bloom." + Or 
again : " Hallowed bloom of youth, herald of Aphrodite's am- 
brosial pleasures, who, resting on the eyelids of maidens and 
of boys, bearest one alofl with gentle hands of violence, but 
another rudely !" J Or once again, in a still grander style : 
* 01. vi. t Nem. v. % Nem. viiu 
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*' Listen I for verily it is of beauty's queen, or of the Graces, that we 
turn the glebe, approaching the rocky centre of the deep-voiced earth: 
where for the blest Emmenidae and stream-washed Acragas, yea, and, 
for Zenocrates is built a treasure-house of Pjrthian hymns in the golden 
Apollonian vale. This, no rain of winter, driving on the wings of wind, 
the pitUess army of the rushing cloud, no hurricane, shall toss, Storm- 
lashed with pebbles of the up-torn beach, into the briny ocean 9aves: 
but in pure light its glorious face shall speak the victory that brings a 
common fame on thy sire, Thrasybulus, and thy race, remaining in the 
windings of Crissean valleys." • 

We have already seen how Pindar compares his odes to 
arrows, to sun-soaring eagles, to flowers "of the Muses, to wine 
in golden goblets, to water, to a shrine which no years will fret 
away. Another strange figure t may be quoted from the third 
Nemean (line 76) : " I send to thee this honey mingled with 
white milk ; the dew of their mingling hangs around the bowl, 
a draught of song, flowing through the iEolian breath of flutes." 
It will be perceived that to what is called confusion of meta 
phors Pindar shows a lordly indifference. Swift an^ sudden 
lustre, the luminousness of a meteor, marks this monarch of 
lyric song. He grasps an image, gives it a form of bronze, 
irradiates it with the fire of flame or down-poured sunlight. 

To do justice to Pindar's power of narrative by extracts and 
translations is impossible. No author suffers more by mutila- 
tion and by the attempt to express in another language and 
another rhythm what he hasf elaborately ^hioned. Yet it may 
be allowed me to direct attention to the rapidity with which the 
binning of Coronis (Pyth. iii. 38), and the birth of Rhodes from 
the sta (01. vii. 54), are told in words the grandest, simplest, 
and most energetic that could be found. This is the birth of 
lamos (01. vi. 39) : — 

**Nor could she hide from ^pytus the seed 
Divine : but he to Pytho, che\i'ing care, 



• Pyth. vi. t Compare, too, Nem. vii. 11, 62, 77. 
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Journeyed to gain for this great woe some rede; 

She loosening her crimson girdle fair, 
And setting on the ground her silver jar, 

Beneath the darksome thicket bare a son, 
Within whose soul flamed godhead like a star ; 

And to her aid the golden-haired sent down 
Mild Eleithuia and the awful Fates, 
Who stood beside, while from the yearning gates 

," Of childbirth, with a brief and joyous pain. 

Came lamos into the light, whom she therewith 
Sore-grieving left upon the grass : amain 

By gods' decree two bright-eyed serpents lithe 
Tended, and with the harmless venom fed 

Of bees, the boy ; nor ceased they to provide 
Due nurture. But the king, what time he sped 

Homeward from rocky P3rtho, to his side 
Called all his household, asking of the son 
Borne of Evadne, for he said that none 

** But Phcebus was the sire, and he should be 

Chief for his prophecy 'mid mortal men. 
Nor should his children's seed have end. Thus he 

Uttered the words oracular ;. and then 
They swore they had not heard or seen the child. 

Now five days old ; but he within the reed 
And thick-entangled woodland boskage wild, 

His limbs 'mid golden beams and purple brede 
Of gillyflowers deep-sunken, lay ; wherefore 
He by his mother's wish for all time bore 

*' That deathless name. But when he plucked the flower 

Of golden-wreath^ youth, he went and stood 
Midmost Alpheus, at the midnight hour. 

And called upon the ruler of the flood. 
His ancestor Poseidon, and the lord 

Of god-built Delos, praying that he might 
Rear up some race to greatness. Then the word 

Responsive of his sire upon the night 
Sounded : — * Arise, my son, go forth, and fiure 
Unto the land whereof all men shall share !' 

" So came they to the high untrodden mound 
Of Cronion ; and there a double meed 
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Of prophecy on lamos was bound. 
Both from the voice that knows no lie to heed 

Immortal words, and next, when Heracles, 
Bold in his counsels, unto Pisa came, 

Founding the festivals of sacred peace 
And mighty combats for his father's fiune. 

Then on the topmost altar of Jove's hUl, 

The seat of sooth oracular to fill." 

After so much praise of Pindafs style, it must be confessed 
that he has faults. One of these is notoriously tumidity — an 
overblown exaggeration of phrase. For example, when he wants 
to express that he cannot enlarge on the fame of ^gina, but 
will relate as quickly as he can the achievements of Aristomenes 
which he has imdertaken, he says : — " But I am not at leisure 
to consecrate the whole long tale to the lyre and delicate voice, 
lest satiety should come and cause annoy : but that which is 
before my feet shall go at running speed — thy affair, my boy — 
the latest of the noble deeds made winged by means of my art"* 
The imaginative force which enabled him to create epithets like 
4>cXay\aoc, Trafjurop^vpos, and to put them exactly in their proper 
places, like blocks of gleaming alabaster or of glowing por- 
phyry — for the architectural power over language is eminent 
in Pindar — the Titanic faculty of language which produced 
such phrases as cj dlafiavTO^ 3 ailapov tcexaXxevrai fiikaivav 
Kopliav \lnfxp9 ^Xoyi, did also betray him into expressions as 

pompous and frigid as these — woiKi\o<p6pfuyyoc doi^dc 

(r\oivoT(.vua r doiZa hdvpdf£wy. These, poured forth by 
Pindar in the insolence of prodigality, when imitated by infe- 
rior poets, produced that inflated manner of lyrical diction which 
Aristophanes ridicules in Kinesias. The same may be said 
about his mixed metaphors, of which the following are fair 
examples : — 

96^av ix** Tiv* M yXwcrv^i okSvoq Xiyvpa^ 

& fi IBikovTa TTpociXKti KQ\kip6oiot irpoaiQ, — OL vi. 82. 
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KuTav ^x^^*^^ ^^X^ ^* Ay^pftv Ipturov x^ovi 

irpt^paOe xo^P<^^oC aXrap irkrpaQ 

iyjcin/iiwv ydp dtaroQ C/ivwv 

itr* dWor' oKKov Strt fiiXiffaa Bvvn \6yov. — Pyth. x, 51. 

Nor are these the worst, perhaps, of the sort which might 
be chosen : for Pindar uses images like precious stones, setting 
them together in a mass, without caring to sort them, so long 
as they produce a gorgeous show. Obscurity is another of his 
faults — due partly to his allusive and elliptical style, partly to 
his sudden transitions, partly to the mixture of his images. 
Incapable of what is commonplace, too fiery to trudge, like 
Simonides, along the path of rhetorical development, infinitely 
more anxious to realize by audacity the thought that seizes him 
than to make it easy to his hearer, Pindar is obscure to all who 
are unwilling to assimilate their fancy to his own. Voltaire 
called the Divine Covatdy une anipiijuaiion stupidement barbare : 
what, if he had found occasion to speak the truth of his French 
mind, would he have said about the Odes of Pindar? Another 
difficulty, apart firom these of verbal style and imagination, is 
derived from the fact that the mechanism of Pindar's poetry, 
carefiiUy as it is planned, is no less careftilly concealed. He 
seems to take delight in trying to solve the problem of how 
slight a suggestion can be made to introduce a lengthy narrative. 
The student is obliged to maintain his attention at the straining 
point if an ode of Pindar's, even after patient analysis, is to 
present more than a mass of confused thoughts and images to 
his mind. But when he has caught the poet's drift, how deli- 
cate is the machinery, how beautiful is the art, which governs 
sensitive fabric of linked melodies ! What the 
de of these odes — the athletes for whom they were 
5 handsome youths praised in them, the rich men at 
es they were chanted — remains an impenetrable mys- 
i the Greek race perceptions infinitely finer than 
' did the classic harmonies of Pindar sweep over 
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their souls, ruffling the surface merely, but leaving the deeps 
untouched, as the soliloquies of Hamlet or the profound philo- 
sophy of Troilus and Cressida must have been lost upon the 
groundlings of Elizabeth's days, who caught with eagerness at 
the queen's poisoned goblet or the by-play of Sir Pandarus ? 
That is a problem we cannot solve. All we know for certain 
is, that even allowing for the currency of Pindar's language and 
for the familiarity of his audience with the circumstances under 
which his odes were composed, as well as with their mytho- 
logical allusions, these poems must at all times have been more 
difficult to follow than Bach's fugue in G minor to a man who 
cannot play the organ. 
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CHAPTER VII. 

GREEK TRAGEDY AND EURIPIDES, 

Two Conditions for the development of a national Drama. — The Attic 
audience. — ^The Persian War. — Nemesis the cardinal idea of Greek 
Tragedy. — Traces of the doctrine of Nemesis in early Greek Poetry. 
— The fixed material of Greek Tragedy.— Athens in the age of 
Euripides. — Changes introduced by him in Dramatic Art — ^The law 
of progress in all art. — -^schylus, Sophocles, Euripides. — The treat- 
ment of th^vx^ by Euripides. — Menoikeus. — The death of Eteocles 
and Poljrnices. — Polyxena, — Medea. — Hippolytus. — Electra and 
Orestes. — ^Injustice done to Euripides by recent critics. 

Critics who are contented with referring the origin of the 
Greek drama to the mimetic instinct inherent in humanity are 
apt to neglect those circumstances which render it an almost 
unique phenomenon in literature. If the mimetic instinct were 
all that is requisite for the origination of a national drama, 
then we should find that every race at a certain period of its 
development produced both tragedy and comedy. This, how- 
ever, is far from being the case. A certain rude mimesis, such 
as the acting of descriptive dances or the jesting of buflfoons 
and mummers, is indeed common in all ages and nations. But 
there are only two races which can be said to have produced 
the drama as a fine art originally and independentiy of foreign 
influences. These are the Greeks and the Hindhus. With 
reference to the Hindhus, it is even questionable whether they 
would have composed plays so perfect as their famous " Sa- 
kountala " without contact with the Hellenes. All the products 
of the modem drama, whether tragic or comic, must be regarded 
as the direct progeny of the Greek stage. The habit of play- 
acting, continued from Athens to Alexandria, and from Rome 
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to Byzantium, never wholly expired The " Christus Patiens," 
attributed to Gregory of Nazianzum, was an adaptation of the 
art of Euripides to Christian story ; and the representation of 
" Mysteries " during the middle ages kept alive the dramatic 
tradition, until the discovery of classic literature and the revival 
of taste in modem Europe led to the great works of the English, 
Spanish, French, and subsequently of the German theatre. 

Something more than the mere instinct of imitation, there- 
fore, caused the Greeks to develop their drama. Like sculpture, 
like the epic, the drama was one of the artistic forms through 
which the genius of the Greek race expressed itself— by which, 
to use the language of philosophical mysticism, it fulfilled its 
destiny as a prime agent in the manifestation of the World- 
Spirit In their realization of that perfect work of art for 
which they seem to have been specially ordained, the drama 
was no less requisite than sculpture and architecture, than the 
epic, the ode, and the idyll. 

Two conditions, both of which the Greeks enjoyed in great 
perfection at the moment of their first dramatic energy, seem 
to be requisite for the production of a great and thoroughly 
national drama. These are, first, an era of intense activity, 
or a period succeeding immediately to one of excitement, by 
which the nation has been nobly agitated ; secondly, a public 
worthy of the dramatist, spurring him on by its enthusiasm and 
intelligence to the creation of high works of art A glance at 
the history of the drama in modem times will prove how 
necessary these conditions are. It was the gigantic eflfort 
which we English people made in our struggle with Rome 
and Spain, it was the rousing of our keenest thought and pro- 
foundest emotion by the Reformation, which prepared us for 
the Elizabethan drama, by for the greatest, next to the Greek, 
in literature. The nation lived in action, and delighted to see 
great actions imitated. Races in repose or servitude, like the 
Hebrews under the Roman Empire, may, in their state of 
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spiritual exaltation and by effort of pondering on the mysteries 
of God and man, give birth to new theosophies ; but it requires 
a free and active race, in which young and turbulent blood is 
flowing, to produce a drama. In England, again, at that time, 
there was a great public. All classes crowded to the theatres. 
London, in whose streets and squares martyrs had been 
' binned, on whose qua)rs the pioneers of the Atlantic and 
Pacific, after disputing the Indies with Spain, lounged and 
enjoyed their leisure, supplied an eager audience, delighting 
in the dreams of poets which recalled to mind the realities of 
their own lives, appreciating the passion of tragedy, enjoying 
the mirth of comic incident. The men who listened to Othello 
had both done and suffered largely ; their own experience was 
mirrored in the scenes of blood and struggle set before them. 
These two things, therefore, — the awakening of the whole 
English nation to activity, and the presence of a free and 
haughty audience, — made our drama great 

In the Spanish drama only one of the requisite conditions 
was fulfilled — activity. Before they began to write pla)rs the 
Spaniards had expelled the Moors, discovered the New World, 
and raised themselves to the first place among European nations. 
But there was not the same free audience in Spain as in England. 
Papal despotism and the tyranny of the Court checked and 
coerced the drama, so that, with all its richness and imaginative 
splendour, the Spanish theatre is inferior to the English. The 
French drama suffered still more from the same kind of restric- 
tion. Subject to the canons of scholastic pedants, tied down 
to an imitation of the antique, made to reflect the manners 
and sentiments of a highly artificial Court, animated by the 
sympathies of no large national audience, the French play- 
wrights became courtiers, artists obedient to the pleasures of 
a king — ^not, like the dramatists of Greece and England, the 
prophets of the people, the leaders of a chorus triumphant and 
rejoicing in its mighty deeds. 
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Italy has no real theatre. In Italy there has been no stirring 
of a national, united spirit ; no supreme and central audience ; 
no sudden consciousness of innate force and freedom in the 
sovereign people. The requisite conditions have always £ailed. 
The German drama, both by its successes and shortcomings, 
illustrates the same position. Such greatness as it achieved in 
Goethe and Schiller it owed to the fermentation of German 
nationality, to the so-called period of " storm and stress " which 
electrified the intellects of Germany and made the Germans 
eager to assert their manhood among nations. But listen to 
Goethe complaining that there was no public to receive his 
works; study the petty cabals of Weimar; estimate the imita- 
tive ahd laborious spirit of German art ; and it is clear why 
Germany produced but scattered and imperfect results in the 
drama. 

The examples of England, Spam, France, Italy, Germany, 
all tend to prove that for the creation of a drama it is neces- 
sary that the condition of national activity should be combined 
with the condition of a national audience— not an audience of 
courtiers, or critics, or learned persons. In Greece, both of 
these conditions were imited in unrivalled and absolute per- 
fection. AVhile in England, during the Elizabethan period, the 
public which crowded our theatres were uncultivated, and 
formed but a small portion of the fi*ee nation they represented 
— in Athens the whole people, collectively and in a body, 
witnessed the dramatic shows provided for them in the theatre 
of Bacchus. That theatre had space for 30,000 spectators, so 
that the total male population of Athens could enter it, and at 
the same moment attend to the tragedies or comedies of rival 
playwrights.* The same set of men, when assembled in the 
Fnyx, constituted the national assembly ; and in that capacity 
made laws, voted supplies, declared wars, ratified alliances, 
ruled the affairs of dependent cities. In a word, they were 
• See Leake's Topography of Athens, vol. i. p. 521. 
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Athens. Every man among them — ^by intercourse with the 
greatest spirits of the Greek world in the Agora and porches of 
the wrestling-grounds, by contemplation of the sculptures of 
Pheidias, by familiarity with Eleusinian processions, by partici- 
pation in solemn sacrifices and choric dances, by listening to 
the recitations of Homer, by attendance on the lectures of 
the sophists, by debates in the Ecclesia, by pleadings in the 
law-courts — ^had been multifariously educated and rendered 
capable of appreciating the subtleties of rhetoric and argument, 
as well as of comprehending the aesthetical beauty with which 
a Greek play was enriched. It is easy to imagine the influence 
which this potent, multitudinous, and highly cultivated audience 
must have exercised over the dramatists, and what an impulse 
it must have commimicated to their genius. In England the 
playwright and the actor were both looked down upon with 
pity or contempt ; they wrote and acted for money in private 
speculations, and in rivalry with several petty theatres. In 
Athens the tragedian was honoured. Sophocles was elected a 
general with Perides, and a member of the provisional govern- 
ment after the dissolution of the old democracy. The actor, 
too, was respected. The State itself defrayed the expenses of 
the drama and no ignoble competition was possible between 
tragedian and tragedian, since all exhibited their plays to the 
same audience, in the same sacred theatre, and all were judged 
by the same judges. 

The critical condition of the Greek people itself at the epoch 
of the drama is worth minute consideration. During the two 
previous centuries, the whole of Hellas had received a long 
and careful education : at their conclusion came the terrible 
convulsion of the Persian war. After the decay of the old 
monarchies, the Greek states seethed for years in the process 
of dissolution and reconstruction. The colonies had been 
foimded. The aristocratic families had striven with the mob 
in every city; and from one or the other power at times 
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tyrants had risen to control both parties and oppress the 
commonwealth. Out of these political disturbances there 
gradually arose a sense of law, a desire for established consti- 
tutions. There emerged at last the prospect of political and 
social stability. Meanwhile, in all departments of art and 
literature the Greeks had been developing their genius. 
Lyrical, satirical, and elegiac poetry had been carried to per- 
fection. The Gnomic poets and the Seven Sages had crystal- 
lized morality in apophthegms. Philosophy had taken root in 
the colonies. Sculpture had almost reached its highest point. 
The Greek games, practised through nearly three hundred 
years, had created a sense of national unity. It seemed as if 
all the acquurements and achievements of the race had been 
spread abroad to form a solid and substantial base for some 
most comprehensive superstructure. Then, while Hellas was 
at this point of magnificent but still incomplete development, 
there followed, first, the expulsion of the Peisistratids from 
Athens, which aroused the spirit of that mighty nation, and 
then the invasion of Xerxes, which electrified the whole Greek 
world. It was this that inflamed the genius of Greece ; this 
transformed the race of thinkers, poets, artists, statesmen, into 
a race of heroes, actors in the noblest sense of the word. The 
struggle with Persia, too, gave to Athens her right place. 
Assuming the hegemony of Hellas, to which she was fore- 
destined by Ker spiritual superiority, she flashed in the supreme 
moment which followed the batde of Salamis into the full 
consciousness of her own greatness. It was now, when the 
Persian war had made the Greeks a nation of soldiers, and had 
placed the crown on Athens, that the drama — ^that form of art 
which combines all kinds of poetry in one, which sub- 
ordinates sculpture, painting, architecture, music, dancing, 
to its own use, and renders all arts subservient to the one 
end of action — appeared in its colossal majesty upon the 
Attic stage. 
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At this point of history the drama was a necessary product. 
The forces which had given birth to all the other forms of art 
were still exuberant and unexhausted, needing their completion. 
At the same time, nothing but the impassioned presentation of 
humanity in action could possibly have satisfied the men who 
had themselves enacted on the plains and straits of Attica the 
greatest and most artistic drama of real history. It was one of 
the chief actors of Marathon and Salamis who composed the 
FromethatSy and personated his own hero on the stage. 

If we proceed to analyze the cardinal idea of Greek tragedy, 
we shalVagain observe the close connection which exists between 
the drama and the circumstances of the people at the time of 
its production. Schlegel, in his Lectures on ike Drama^ 
defines the prevailing idea of Greek tragedy to be the sense of 
an oppressive destiny — a fate against which the will of man 
blindly and vainly dashes. This conception of hereditary 
destiny seems to be strongly illustrated by many plays. Orestes, 
CEdipus, Antigone are unable to escape their doom. Beautiful 
hiunan heroism and exquisite innocence are alike sacrified to 
the fatality attending an accursed house. Yet Schlegel has not 
gone far enough in his analysis. He has not seen that this 
inflexible fate is set in motion by a superior and anterior 
power, that it operates in the service of offended justice. 
When (Edipus slays his father, he does so in contempt of 
oracular warnings. Orestes, haunted by the Furies, has a 
mother's blood upon his hands, and unexpiated crimes of 
father and of grandsire to atone for. Antigone, the best of 
daughters and most loving of sisters, dies miserably, not 
dogged by fate, but having of her own freewill exposed her 
life in obedience to the pure laws of the heart. It is im- 
possible to suppose that a Greek would have been satisfied 
with the bald fate-theory of Schlegel. Not Fate, but Nemesis, 
was the ruling notion in Greek tragedy. A profound sense of 
the Divine government of the world, of a righteous power 
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punishing pride and vice, pursuing the children of the 
guilty to the tenth generation, but showing mercy to the 
contrite — in short, a mysterious and almost Jewish ideal of 
oflfended HoUness, pervades the whole work of the tragedians. 
This religious conception had gradually defined itself in the 
consciousness of the Greek race. Homer in both his epics 
presents us with the spectacle of crime punished. It is the sin 
of Paris and the obstinacy of the Trojan princes which lead 
to the fall of Troy. It is the insolence of the suitors in the 
Odyssey which brings them to their death. The Cyclical 
poets seem to have dwelt on the same theme. The storm 
which fell on the Achaian fleet, dispersing or drowmng the 
heroes, was a punishment for their impiety and pride during 
the sack of Troy. The madness of Ajax followed his violence 
upon Cassandra. When conscious morality begins in Greece, 
the idea is at once made prominent. Hesiod continually 
insists on justice, whose law no man may violate impunished. 
The Gnomic poets show how guilt, if unavenged at the 
moment, brings calamity upon the offspring of the evil-doer. 
This notion of an inheritance of crime is particularly notice- 
able, since it tinged the whole tragedy of the Greeks. Solon, 
again, in his dialogue with Croesus, develops another aspect 
of the same idea. With him the Deity is jealous of all tower- 
ing greatness, of all insolent prosperity ; his Nemesis punishes 
the pride of wealth and the lust of life. Some of the most 
prominent personages of Greek tragedy — Creon, (Edipus, 
Theseus, Agamemnon — illustrate this phase of the idea. In 
the sayings of the Seven Sages we trace another shade of the 
conception. All of them insist on moderation, modesty, the 
right proportion, the due mean. The lyrists take up a some- 
what different position. The vicissitudes of life, both inde- 
pendent of and connected with personal guilt, fascinate their 
imagination. They have a deep and awful sense of sudden 
catastrophes. Pindar rises to a loftier level : his odes are 



Digitized by 



Google 



192 THE GREEK POETS. 

pervaded by reverence for a holy Power, before whom the 
insolent are forced to bow, by whom the humble are protected, 
and the good rewarded. 

Such are the traces of a doctrine of Nemesis to be foimd in 
all the literature of the pre-dramatic period. That very event 
which determined the sudden splendour of the drama, gave a 
sublime and terrific sanction to the already existing morality. 
The Persian war exhibited the downfall of a haughty and 
insolent race, cut oflf in all its pomp and power. Before the 
eyes of the men who witnessed the calamities of CEdipus and 
Agamemnon on the stage, the glory of godless Asia had 
vanished like a dream. Thus the idea of Nemesis quelling the 
insolent and smiting the unholy, was realized in actual history ; 
and to add to the impression produced on Greek imagination 
by the destruction of the Persian hosts, Pheidias carved his 
statue of Nemesis to be a monument in enduring marble of the 
national morality. iEschylus erected an even more majestic 
monument to the same principle in his tragedies.* 

Nemesis is the fimdamental idea of the Greek drama. It 
appears strongest in ^schylus, as a prophetic and awful law, 
mysteriously felt' and terribly revealed. Sophocles uses it to 
point the deep moralities which govern human life. In Euri- 
pides it d^enerates into something more akin to a sense of 
vicissitudes ; it becomes more sentimental — less a religious or 
moral principle than a phenomenon inspiring fear and pity. 
This sequence appears to be necessary in the growth and 
expansion of a primitive idea. Rugged and superstitious at 
first, it is next harmonized and humanized, and ends at last in 
being merely artistic. 

In iEschylus the fimdamental moral law of Nemesis as a 
part of the Divine government of the world, is set forth in three 

• The terrific lessons of the Persian war seem to have quickened in the 
Greeks a spiritual sense beyond what was natural to their genius, and from 
the influence of which they speedily recovered. 
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distinct manifestations. We find it expressed mythologically, 
as abstract and ideal, in the Prometheus, The offence of 
Prometheus against Zeus, though unselfish and generous, must 
be expiated by suffering; the rebellious demigod must be 
brought at last to merge his will in that of Zeus, to bind his 
brows with the willow of submission, and to place upon his 
finger the iron ring of ncscessity. We find it expressed typi- 
cally, as still ideal and almost superhuman, in the Oresteia. 
Here a whole fisunily is vitiated by the offence of their first 
ancestor. The hereditary curse is renewed and fortified from 
generation to generation, by the sins of the children, until at 
last a reconciliation is effected between the purifying deities 
and the infernal powers of vengeance. In the/Vrx^ the same law 
is exhibited as a fact of contemporary history. It is no longer a 
matter of mythology, as in the Prometheus^ or a matter of heroic 
legend as in the Oresteia, but a matter of actual experience, 
that the godless man should suffer and involve the innocent 
in his disaster. Thus the law of Nemesis is displayed as an 
eternal verity in the Prometheus; and in the Oresteia it is 
actualized and humanized within the region of heroic legend \ 
in thePersm it is used for the explanation of everyday events. The 
pedigree of inherited crime and vengeance, as explained in the 
choruses of the Oresteia^ and as illustrated by the whole history 
of the Tantalidae, is this. The pride of wealth in the first instance 
swells the heart, and inclines its possessor to ungodly thoughts. 
This leads to impiety (ro IvaaifiiQ^ and in the energetic 
language of the Choephorx the arrogant man kicks with his heel 
against the altar of Justice. A state of presumptuous insolence 
(v/3f)cc) is the result of the original unholiness. And now 
the man, who has been corrupted in his soul, is ready for the 
conmiission of some signal crime. At^, or a blindness of the 
reason, which prevents him firom foreseeing the consequences 
of his acts, is the child of this presumption. Inspired by 
At^, he sheds the blood of his brother, or defiles his sister's 
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bed ;* and from this moment the seed is sown, which will spring 
up and breed fresh mischief for each successive generation. 
After the spilling of blood the affair passes into the hands of the 
Erinnyes, whose business it is to beset the house of the guilty 
doer. They form the bloody revel, which, though glutted with 
gore, refuse to quit the palace of Atreus. They leap upon it 
from above, and rack it like a tempest. Yet from their power 
there is escape. The curse of the house works ; but it works 
only through the impure. Should a man arise capable of seeing 
rightly and living purely, he may work off the curse and 
become free. Such a man was Orestes. The leading thought 
in this system of morality is that pride begets impiety, im- 
piety produces an insolent habit of mind, which culminates 
in blindness ; the fruit of this blindness is crime, breeding 
crime from sire to son. It is only when the righteous 
man appears, who performs an act of retributive justice. 



• This pedigree of the House of Tantahis — a family Upas-tree — 
illustrates the descent of crime from generation to generation : 

Tantalus [Insolence of immense ridies. 

I Steals the nectar and am- 

brosia of the gods and gives 
to them Pelops to eat] 



Chrysippus, 
a bastard son, 
whom Atreus 
and Thyestes 
kill 



Pelops =r Hippodameia. 



Slays Myrsilus, 
the son 
Hermes. 



ilus, 



NiOBB. 



Atreus =t= 
In revenge up- 
on Thvestes for 
his adultery 
serves up the 
children of 
Thyestes to him 
at a banquet 



-^ROPE. Thyestes. 

Incestuous with 
iErope and with his 
own daughter Pelopia, 
by whom he has a 
son 

I 

v^GrSTHUS. 



Agamemnon =7= Clytemnestra. Menelaus. 



Orestes. 



Iphigenia. 



Electra. 



Digitized by 



Google 



GREEK TRAGEDY AND EURIPIDES. 195 

in obedience to divine mandates, and without the indul- 
gence of any selfish passion, that the curse is stayed. Such 
is a crade sketch of the -^schylean theory of Nemesis, as 
set forth in the great Trilogy. To iEschylus the presentation 
of the moral law conceived by him is of more importance than 
the exhibition of the characters of men controlled by it. Such 
is not the case with Sophocles. He fixes our attention upon 
the hfiapria, or error of the guilty man, interests us in the 
qualities by which he was betrayed into sin, and makes us feel 
that suffering is the inevitable consequence of arrogant or 
wilful acts. The weakness of the offender is more prominent 
in Sophocles than the vengeance of the outraged deity. Thus, 
although there is the sternest religious background to all the 
tragedies-of Sophocles, our attention is always fixed upon the 
humanity of his heroes. The house of Labdacus is involved 
in hereditary guilt Laius, despising an oracle, begets a son 
by Jocasta, and is slain by that son. CEdipus, in his youthful 
recklessness, careless of oracular warnings, kills his father and 
weds his mother. Jocasta, in her levity and impiety, marries 
the murderer of her husband, who is also her own son. All 
this uhOa^ia^ or headstrong wilfulness, is punished by the 
descent of a fearful plague on Thebes ; and CEdipus, whose 
heat of temper and self-reliance are his only serious crime, is 
overpowered by the abyss of misery into which these faults have 
plunged his people and his family. The utter prostration of 
<Edipus — ^when his eyes have been opened to the tissue of 
horrors he has woven round himself, his mother, his nation, 
and his children — is the first step in his moral discipline. He 
abdicates in favour of the insolent Creon, and goes forth to 
wander, an abhorred and helpless blind man, on the face of 
the earth. "When, at the conclusion of his Pariah life, the 
citizens of Colonus refuse him harbourage, he only cries : " My 
deeds were rather suflferings than crimes." His old heroic 
haughtiness and headstrong will ore tempered to a noble 
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abhorrence of all baseness, to a fiery indignation. He has 
been purged and lessoned to humility before the throne of 
Zeus. Therefore, in return for this self-annihilation, the gods 
at last receive him to their company, and constitute him a 
blessed Daemon in the place of his disgrace.* It was the 
highest triumph of tragic art to exhibit that new phase in 
the character of (Edipus, which 'marks the conclusion of the 
lyrannuSj and is sustained m the Coloneus. Ii\. both of these 
plays, CEdipus is the same man : but circumstances have so 
wrought upon his temper, as to produce a great change. Still, 
the change is only commensurate with the force of the circum- 
stances. We comprehend it, while at the same time we 
are forced to marvel at the profound skill of the poet, 
who, in the first tragedy, has presented to our eyes 
the hot-tempered king reduced to abject humiliation, and 

• The scenery of the (Edipus at Colonus is admirably suited to this 
conclusion of a tragic tale. Daring the course of his wanderings the 
discrowned king has learned from the oracle that he is destined to end 
his days within the precincts of the Semnai Theai — the august goddesses 
— the Eumenides. It is therefore with a firm presentiment of coming^ 
death that he discovers that his blind feet, led by Antigone, have rested 
in the grave of the Furies at Colonus. Tlie place is fair. There are 
here no ^schylean Harpy-Gorgons with bloodshot eyes and twining 
vipers : but the meadows are dewy with crocus-flowers and narcissus ; in 
the thickets of olive and laurel nightingales keep singing ; and the sound 
of rivulets spreads coohaess in the midst of summer's heat. The whole 
grove is hushed, and very fresh and wild. A solemn stillness broods 
there, for the feet of the profane keep far away, and none may tread the 
valley-lawns but those who have been purified. The ransomed of the 
Lord walk there. This solemnity of peace pervades the whole play, 
forming, to borrow a phrase from painting, the silver-grey harmony of 
the picture. There is a peculiar depth of meaning in thus bringing 
(Edipus to die among the unshowered meadows of those Dread Ladies, 
whom in his troubled life he found so terrible, but whom in his sublime 
passage from the world he is to greet resignedly. The thought of death, 
calm but austere, tempers every scene : we are in the presence of one 
whose life is ended, who is about to merge the fever of existence in the 
tranquillity beyond. 
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in the second has shown us the same man dignified, and puri- 
fied by the dealings of the heavy hand of God. Set aside by 
his calamity, and severed fi-om the common lot of men, CEdipus 
has submitted to the divine will and has communed with 
unseen powers. He is therefore now environed with a treble 
mystery — ^with the mystery of his awful past, — the mystery of 
his god-conducted present, — the myster)- of his august fiiture. 
It was by such masterly delineation of character that Sophocles 
threw the old ^^schylean dogma of Nemesis into the back- 
ground, and moralized his tragedy without sacrificing an iota 
of its religious force. Aristotle, speaking of the highest tragic 
art, says that its object is to represent an ij6of, a permanent 
habit of moral temper. Careless or bad art allows impossible 
incongruities in the delineation of character, whereas the true 
poet maintains identity throughout If this be so, Sophocles 
deserves the title of i/6ti:wraroc in the very highest sense. As 
a further illustration of the divergence of Sophocles from the 
-^chylean dogma of Nemesis, it is worth while to mention the 
Antigone, This play takes us beyond the region of hereditary guilt 
into the sphere of moral casuistry; its tragic interest depends not 
upon the evolution of an ancestral curse, although Antigone is 
incidentally involved in the crime of her brothers; but upon the 
conflict of duties in a single heart Antigone, while obeying 
the law of her conscience^ is disobeying the command of her 
sovereign. She acted rightly; yet her offence was sufficient to 
cause her legal death, and this death she chose with open eyes. 
It is in the person of Creon that the old moral of Nemesis is 
drawn. Like CEdipus he treats the warnings of Teiresias with 
scorn, and persists in his criminal persecution of the dead 
Polyneices. Shaken at last by the seer's vaticinations, he 
rescinds his orders, but too late. Antigone has hanged 
herself in prison ; Haemon curses his father, and stabs himself 
upon her corpse ; Eurydice, maddened with grief, puts an end 
to her own life; and thus the house of the tyrant is left 
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unto him desolate. It is quite impossible by any phrases 
of mere criticism to express the admiration which every student 
of Sophocles must feel for the profundity of his design, for the 
unity of his art, and for the fimmess with which he has com- 
bined the essential religious doctrines of Greek tragedy with 
his own ethical philosophy. In passing to Euripides we feel 
how much we have lost The religious foundation has been 
broken up ; the clear intuitive morality of Sophocles has been 
exchanged for sophistry ; and as a consequence, his tragedies 
can never boast of unity beyond the region of aesthetical com- 
position. In the delineation of character he wavers; not 
because he could not conceive of a well-sustained type, since 
Medea, Hippolytus, and many other of his studies have a grand 
subjective identity ; but Because, apparently through levity, he 
was more interested in the creation of plots and situations than 
in the exhibition of the truly tragic j6oc. The praise bestowed 
on him by Aristotle proves that his contemporaries had recog- 
nized this source of both his weakness and his strength. 

In considering the work done by the three great tragic 
authors, we must not forget that the Greek dramatists adhered 
to a fixed body of legends ; the tales of the House of Atreus, of 
Troy, of the family of Laius at Thebes, of Heracles, of Jason, 
and of Theseus, formed the staple of the plays of -^chylus, 
Sophocles, and Euripides. This fact helps to account for the 
early decline of the Greek drama. It was impossible for the 
successors of ^Eschylus and Sophocles to surpass them in the 
heroic treatment of the same mythical motives. Yet custom 
and tradition, the religious antecedents of tragedy, the cum- 
brous apparatus of mask and buskin and Bacchic robe, the 
conventional Chorus, the vast size of the theatre, the whole 
form, in fact, of Greek dramatic art, rendered a transition 
from the heroic to the romantic tragedy impossible. Those 
fixed legends which ^Eschylus had used as the framework for 
his religious philosophy of Nemesis and Ati, from which 
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Sophocles had drawB deep lessons of morality, had to be em- 
ployed by Euripides as best he might On their firmly traced, 
inflexible outlines he embroidered his own work of pathos 
and imagination, losing sight of the divine element, blurring 
morality, but producing a world of fanciful yet living shapes of 
sentiment and thought and passion. 

In order to comprehend the position of Euripides in relation 
to his predecessors, we must consider the changes which had 
taken place in Athens between the period of the Persian war 
and that in which he flourished. All the mutations of Greek 
history were accomplished with celerity ; but in this space of 
less than half a century the rate of progress was nothing less 
than marvellous.* Some of the men of Marathon yetremained 
when Aristophanes was writing, both to point his moral against 
Euripides, and also to prove by contrast with the generation 
that had grown up since, how impossible it was for the poet of 

* The evolution of the Attic drama through its three great tragedians 
was accomplished with a rapidity which is qnite miraculous. ^Eschylus 
gained his first prize in 484 b.c., Sophocles his first in 468 b.c., Euripides 
his first in 441 B.c. The Medta of Euripides, a play which exhibits all 
the innovations of its author, appeared in 431 B.c. Therefore a period of 
fifty-three years sufficed for the complete development of the greatest work 
of art the worid has ever witnessed. The history of our own stage offers a 
parallel to this extraordinary rapidity of growth. Marlowe produced his 
TanUmrlaifu in 1590, Ford his Lcver^s Mdancholyva 1628 : between these 
two dates — that is to say, within the compass of thirty-eight years — were 
composed all the plays of Marlowe, Shakspere, Ben Jonson, Beaumont, 
Fletcher, Massinger, Webster, Heywood, Decker, Marston, Chapman, 
Middleton, and others whom it would be tedious to mention. Halli well's 
Dictionary of Old English Plays contains 280 closely-printed pages ; yet 
very few of the pieces he enumerates are subsequent to what we call Eliza- 
bethan. But, though our drama, in respect of fertility, offers a parallel to 
that of Athens, we can show no three poets of paramount genius corre- 
sponding to iEschyltts, Sophocles, and Euripides, each of whom would have 
been sufficient by himself to mark a century in the growth of the genius 
of his nation. Between iEschylus and Sophocles there is a wide chasm in 
religion, politics, and art ; between Sophocles and Euripides, again, there 
is a chasfn in religion, politic^ art, and philosophy. Yet Sophocles, after 
superseding iEschylus, lived to put on mourning for the death of Euripides. 
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the present to vie with the ^^schylus of the past. In the first 
place Athens had become the centre of progressive thought. 
Teachers of rhetoric and reasoning made her wrestling-grounds 
and gardens the scene of their dispytes and lectures. The arts 
of eloquence were studied by the youth who in a previous age 
had been contented with Homer. At Athens, Anaxagoras 
had questioned the divinity of Helios, and had asserted Reason 
to be the moving force of the universe. Sophists who taught 
the arts of life for money, and philosophers who subjected morals 
to ingenious analysis, and explained away on scientific prin- 
ciples the ancient myths of Greek nature-worship, combined to 
disturb' ethical and religious traditions. A more solid, because 
more reasoned, morality was springing up perhaps. A purer 
monotheism was being inculcated. But meanwhile the old 
Hellenic customs and the fabric of mythic theology were 
undermined. It could not be but that the poet of the day 
should participate in these changes. In the second place, the 
Athenian populace had grown to be supreme in two depart- 
ments — the high parliament of State and the law-courts. 
Every Athenian was now far more than formerly an orator or 
judge of orators, an advocate or judge of advocates. Two 
passions possessed the popular mind : the passion for the 
Assembly with its stormy debate and pompous declamation ; 
the passion for the Dikast^ry with its personal interests, its 
problems of casuistical law, its momentous tragedies of private 
life, its studied eloquence. Talking and listening were the 
double function of an Athenian citizen. To speak well on 
every subject, so as to gain causes in the courts, and to per- 
suade the people in the Pnyx; to criticise speeches with 
acumen, so as not to be deluded by specious arguments : these 
were the prime accomplishments of an Athenian youth of pro- 
mise. It is obvious that a very peculiar audience was thus 
formed for the tragedian — an audience greedy of intellectual 
subtleties, of pathetic situations, of splendid oratory, of clever 
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reasoning — an audience more appreciative of the striking than 
the true, of the novel than the natural. In the third place, the 
Athenians had waxed delicate and wanton since the Persian 
war. When -^chylus began to write, the peril of utter ruin 
hung like a stone of Tantalus over Hellas. That removed, the 
Greeks breathed freely. The Athenians, growing in wealth 
and power, neglected the old moderation of their ancestors. 
Youths who in earlier days would have fared hardly, now drove 
their chariots, backed their fighting-cocks, and followed their 
own sweet will. Aristotle quaintly enough observes, that the 
flute had become fashionable after the expulsion of the 
Persians. The poet of the day could no longer be austere 
like iEschylus or sedate like Sophocles. In all these changes 
£uripides partook. The pupil in rhetoric of Prodicus, .in 
philosophy of Anaxagoras and Heraclitus, a book-collector, a 
student of painting, the friend of Socrates, cultivated in all in- 
novations of morality and creed, Euripides belonged essentially 
to his own day. As far as a tragic dramatist can be the 
mouthpiece of his age, Euripides was the mouthpiece of 
Athenian decline. For this reason, because he so exactly 
expressed the feelings and opinions of his time, which feelings 
and opinions produced a permanent national habit of mind, 
Euripides became the darling of posterity, -^schylus was the 
Titanic product of a bygone period ; Sophocles displayed the 
pure and perfect ideal ; but Euripides was the artist who, with- 
out improving on the spirit of his age, gave it a true and 
adequate expression. The only wonder is that during his 
lifetime Euripides was not more popular at Athens. His com- 
parative neglect proves him to have been somewhat in advance 
of his century, and justifies Aristophanes in the reproach that 
he anticipated the Athenians in the break-up of their forms of 
thought. 

At this point we may consider the condition of the Tragic 
Art when Euripides took it up as the business of his life. 
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Though tragedy, as formed by ^Eschylus, represented one true 
and important aspect of Greek thought — the religious, yet it 
could never have been adequate to the life of the whole nation 
in the same degree as the many-sided drama of Shakspere, for 
example, was to that of our Elizabethan ancestors. Its regu- 
larity and solemnity tended to make it an ideal work of art 
It might arouse the religious feeling, the national pride, the 
enthusiasm for a legendary past, which were so powerful 
among the Athenians of the Marathonian epoch. But it 
could not have had much attraction for the Athenians of 
the Syracusan expedition. As men subject to the divine rule, 
indeed, it had a message fraught with meaning for them ; 
but as Athenians of to-day it did not touch them. We can 
well believe that this lofty, ceremonious art fatigued a large 
portion of the Attic audience. After having listened to some 
seventy plays of ^Eschylus and fifty of Sophocles, not to 
mention Phrynichus and Choerilus, and scores of minor 
dramatists, all teaching the same religious morality, and all 
obeying the same aesthetic principles, we can conceive that a 
merry Greek began to long for novelty. It must have required 
the supreme genius of a Sophocles to sustain the attention of the 
audience at its ancient altitude. In the hands of inferior poets, 
the tragic common-places must have appeared insipid. Some 
change seemed absolutely necessary. Euripides, a poet of very 
distinguished originality, saw that he must adapt his dramatic 
style to the new requirements of his audience, and give them 
what they liked, even thoug^h it wefe not good for them. The 
''5tic arguments, the strained situations, the law-court 
ings, the pathetic touches, the meretricious lyrics, the 
(ophical explanations, the sententious epigrams, the 
ical effects, which mar his tragedies, were deliberate 
ations on the old pure style. Euripides had determined 
ing tragedy home to the sympathies of the spectators, 
e peculiarities of his art flow from this one aim. Whether 
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he did not pursue this aim on a false method, whether he 
might not have aroused the s)anpathies of his audience without 
debasing tragedy, remains a fit matter for debate. 

Entirely to eliminate the idea of Nemesis, which gave its 
character to Greek tragedy, was what Euripides, had he been 
so inclined, could hardly have succeeded in effecting. Though 
he never impresses on our minds the dogma of an avenging 
deity, like -<^)schylus, or of an inevitable law, like Sophocles, 
he makes us feel the chance and change of human life, the 
helplessness of man, the stormy sea of passions, sorrows, and 
vicissitudes on which the soul is tossed. Conventional phrases 
about moderation in all things, retributive justice, and the like, 
are used to keep up the old tragic form. In this way he 
brought tragedy down to the level of real life, wherein we do 
not trace the visible finger of Providence, but where all seems 
at least confusion to the natural eye. Euripides, no more than 
Shakspere, sought to be a prophet or interpreter of the divine 
operations. In the same spirit he treated his materials with 
freedom. Adhering conventionally, and as a form of art, to 
the mythical legends of Hellas — that charmed circle beyond 
which the tragic muse had never strayed — ^he adapted them to 
his own purposes. He gave new characters to the principal 
heroes,* mixed up legendary incidents with trivial domestic 
scenes, lowered the language of demigods to current Greek talk, 
hazarded occasional scepticismiand introduced familiar phrases 
into ceremonious debates. The sacred character of the myths 
disappeared ; Euripides used them as so many masses of enter- 
taining folklore and fiction, SLX/iox tragic handling. When we 
hear Achilles and Orestes talking like Athenian citizens, wrang- 
ling, perorating, subtilizirfg, seeking victory in strife of words, 
trifling with questions of profoundest import, and settling 
moral problems by verbal quibbles, we understand the remark 

* Very notable in this res^^ is his consistent degradation of Ulysses. 
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of Sophocles that he had painted men as they ought to be 
Euripides as they are. Medea and Alcestis are not the mythical 
Medea or the legendary queen of Pherae, but an injured wife, 
and a devoted wife, just such as Shakspere or Balzac might 
have depicted. But unfortunately for this attempt to make 
Greek tragedy more real and living, more representative of the 
actual world, the cothurnus, the mask, the Chorus, the thymel^, 
the gigantic stage, remained. All the cumbrous paraphernalia 
of the -^schylean theatre environed the men and women of 
Euripides, who cut but a poor figure in the garb of demigods. 
In trying to adapt the mould of Greek tragedy to real life, 
Euripides overpassed the limits of possibility. The mould 
snapped in his hands. Therefore he is better to read than he 
could have been in scenic representation. 

The same inevitable divergence from the ^schylean system 
is observable in every department of the tragedy of Euripides. 
While Sophocles had diminished the direct interposition of 
mysterious agencies, so frequently invoked by -^schylus, and 
had interested his audience in human character controlled and 
tempered by an unseen will of God, Euripides went further. With 
him the affairs of life are no longer based upon a firm foundation 
of Divine law, but gods intervene mechanically and freakishly, 
like the magicians in Ariosto or Tasso.* Their agency is valu- 
able, not as determining the moral conduct of the personages, 
but as an exhibition of supernatural power which brings about 
a sudden revolution of events. Independently of their miracu- 
lous activity, the human agents display all varieties of character : 
every shade of virtue and vice is delicately portrayed ; pathetic 
scenes are multiplied; the tendernesses of domestic life are 
brought prominently forward ; mixed motives^ and conflicting 
passions are skilfully analyzed. Consequently the plays of 

• Exception must be made in favour of the Hippolytus and the Bcuche^ 
where the whole action of the play and the conduct of the persons are 
determined by the influences of Aphrodite and Dionysus. 
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Euripides are more rich in stirring incidents than those of his 
predecessors. What we lose in gravity and unity is made up -^ 

for by versatility. Euripides, to use a modem phrase, is more 
sensational than either iEschylus or Sophocles. Aristotle 
called him r/wiyticwraroc, by which he probably meant that he 
was most profuse of touching and exciting scenes. 

The same tendencies strike us in the more formal depart- 
ment of the tragic art Here as elsewhere Euripides moves a 
step beyond Sophocles, breaking the perfection of poetic 
harmony for the sake of novelty and effect Euripides con- 
descended to stage tricks. It is well known how Aristophanes 
laughed at him for the presentation of shabby-genteel princes 
and monarchs out-at-elbow. Having no deep tragic destiny 
for the groundwork of his drama, he sought to touch the spec- 
tators by royalty in ruins and wealth reduced to beggary. The 
gorgeous scenic shows in which ^schylus had delighted, but 
which he had invariably subordinated to his subject, and 
which Sophocles with the tact of a supreme master in beauty 
had managed to dispense with, were lavished by Euripides. 
One play of his, the Troades^ has absolutely no plot. Such 
attraction as it possesses, it owes to the rapid succession of 
pathetic situations and splendid scenes, the whole closing with 
the burning of the towers of Troy. 

By curtailing the function of the Chorus, Euripides separated 
from the action of the drama that element which in -^schylus 
had been chiefly useful for the inculcation of the moral of the 
play. On the other hand, by expanding the function of the 
Messenger he was able to indulge his faculty for brilliant de- 
scription. It has been well said, that the ear and not the eye 
was the chosen vehicle of pathos to the Greeks* This remark 
is fully justified by the narrative passages in the plays of Euri- 
pides — ^passages of poetry tlnsurpassed for radiance, swiftness, 
strength, pictorial effect. The account of the Bacchic revels 
among the mountains of Cithaeron, and of the death of 
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Pentheus in the Baccha^ that of the death of Glauki m 
Medea^ and of Hippolytus in the play that bears his name, 
that of the sacrifice of Polyxena in the Hecuba, and many 
others, prove with what consummate skill the third of the 
great tragic poets seized upon a. field within the legitimate 
province of his art, as yet but imperfectly occupied by his 
predecessors. 

Another novelty was the use of the prologue. Here, again, 
Eiuripides expanded the already existing elements in Greek 
tragedy beyond their power of enduring the strain he put on 
them. In their drama the Greek poets did not aim at surprise : 
the spectators were expected to be familiar beforehand ^i-ith 
the subject of the play. But when the plot became more 
complicated, and the incidents more varied under the hands 
of Euripides, a prologue was the natural expedient, in perfect 
harmony with the stationary character of Greek tragedy, for 
placing the audience at the point of view intended by the 
poet. 

In all these changes it will be evident that Euripides, wisely 
or unwisely, obtained originality by carrying his art beyond the 
point which it had reached under his predecessors. Using a 
simile, we might compare the drama of -^chylus to the sub- 
lime but rugged architecture which is called Norman, that of 
Sophocles to the most refined and perfect pointed style, that of 
Euripides to a highly decorated — florid and flamboyant — man- 
ner. iEschylus aimed at durability of structure, at singleness 
and grandeur of effeet. Sophocles added the utmost elegance 
and finish. Euripides neglected force of construction and 
" design for ornament and brilliancy of effect But he 
omething of his own, something infinitely precious and 
gly attractive. The fault of his style consisted in a too 
e attention to the parts. 

object of the foregoing remarks has been to show how 
what extent Euripides departed from the form and 
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essence of Greek tragedy. It may sound paradoxical now to 
assert that it was a merit in him rather than a defect to have 
sacrificed the unity of art to the development of subordinate 
beauties. Yet it seems to me that in no other way could the 
successor of iEschylus and Sophocles have made himself the 
true exponent of his age, have expanded to the full the faculties 
still latent in Greek tragedy, or have failed to " affect the fame 
of an imitator." The law of inevitable progression in art, from 
the severe and animated embodiment of an idea to the conscious 
elaboration of merely aesthetic motives and brilliant episodes, 
has hitherto been neglected by the critics and historians of 
poetry. They do not observe that the first impulse in a people 
toward creativeness is some deep and serious emotion, some 
fixed point of religious enthusiasm or national pride. To give 
adequate form to this taxes the energies of the first generation 
of artists, and raises their poetic faculty, by the admixture of 
prophetic inspiration, to the highest pitch. After the original 
passion for the ideas to be embodied in art has somewhat 
subsided, but before the glow and fire of enthusiasm have faded 
out, there comes a second period, when art is studied more for 
art^s sake, but when the generative potency of the earlier poets 
is by no means exhausted. For a moment the artist at this 
juncture is priest, prophet, hierophant, and charmer, all in one. 
More conscious of the laws of beauty than his predecessors, he 
makes some sacrifice of the idea to meet the requirements of 
pure art ; but he never forgets that beauty by itself is insuffi- 
cient to a great and perfect work, nor has he lost his interest 
in the cardinal conceptions which vitalize the most majestic 
poetry. Diuing the first and second phases whidi we have 
indicated, the genius of a nation throws out a number of master- 
pieces — some of them rough-hewn and Cyclopean, others per- 
fect in their combination of the strength of thought with grace 
and elevated beauty. But the mine of ideas is exhausted. The 
national taste has been educated. Conceptions which were 
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novel to the grandparents have become the intellectual atmo- 
sphere of the grandchildren. It is now impossible to return 
upon the past — to gild the refined gold, or to paint the lily of 
the supreme poets. Their vigour may survive in their successors ; 
but their inspiration hasr taken form for ever in their poems. 
What then remains for the third generation of artists ? They 
have either to reproduce their models — and this is Stifling to true 
genius ; or they have to seek novelty at the risk of impairing 
the strength or the beauty which has become stereotyped. Less 
deeply interested in the great ideas by which they have been 
educated, and of which they are in no sense the creators, in- 
capable of competing on the old ground with their elders, they 
are obliged to go afield for striking situations, to force senti- 
ment and pathos, to subordinate the harmony of the whole to 
the melody of the parts, to sink the prophet in the poet, the 
hierophant in the charmer. 

This law of sequence is widely applicable. It will be seen 
to control the history of all uninterrupted artistic dynasties. 
Greek sculpture, for example, passes from the austere, through 
the perfect, to the simply elegant. The artist of the ^Eginetan 
pediment was wholly intent upon the faithful representation 
of heroic incidents. The event filled his mind : he sought to 
express it as energetically as he could. Pheidias stands on the 
ground of accomplished art. The Mythus selected for treat- 
ment is developed with perfect fidelity, but also with regard to 
sesthetical effect. Praxiteles neglects the event, the substance 
of the Mythus. His interest in that has languished, and has been 
supplanted by enthusiasm for mere forms of beauty. He lavishes 
a Pheidian wealth of genius on separate figures and situations 
of no great import except for their consummate loveliness. In 
architecture, the genealogy of the Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian 
orders points to the saxhe law. Take another instance from 
modem painting. Giotto, Raphael, Correggio, differ less perhaps 
in actual calibre than in relative historical position. Giotto, 
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intent upon the fundamental ideas of Christian mythology, 
determines to express them forcibly, faithfully, earnestly, "with- 
out regarding aught but the best method of investing them with 
harmony, lucidity, and dignity. Raphael ascends a step, and 
combines the strength and purity of Giotto with elaborate beauty 
and classic finish of style. Correggio at his appearance finds 
all the great work done. The Christian mythus has been ade- 
quately set forth by his predecessors. He is driven to become 
the thaumaturgist of chiaroscuro, the audacious violator of unity 
in composition, the supreme painter of erotic paradise. Further 
development of the religious idea beyond that achieved by 
Raphael was impossible. Already in Raphael's work a com- 
promise between religious austerity and pagan grace had been 
observable. The simplicity of Giotto was gone beyond recap- 
ture. Correggio could only be original by carrying onward to 
its ultimate perfection the element of beauty for its own sake 
introduced by Raphael Like Euripides, Correggio was con- 
demned to the misfortune of separating beauty from the idea, 
the body from the spirit. With them the forces inherent in the 
germs of their respective arts were exhausted. But those who 
rightly understand them must, we imagine, be prepared to 
accept with gratitude the existence of Correggio and Euripides, 
both as complementing Giotto and ^schylus, and also as ac- 
counting for the meridian splendour of Sophocles and Raphael. 
Without the cadence of Euripides the majestic aria of Sophocles 
would hardly be played out. By studying the Correggiosity 
of Correggio we comprehend how much of mere aesthetic 
beauty is held in solution in the work of Raphael. It is thus, 
as it were, that, like projectiles, arts describe their parabolas 
and end. 

To return in detail to the Greek tragedians, -^chylus 
determines at all hazards to exhibit the chosen mythus in its 
entirety, and to give full prominence to his religious idea. 
Hence we have to put up with much that is tedious — a whole 
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ChoephorcB, for example. But hence the unrivalled majesty 
of the Agamanmn, Sophocles manipulates his subject more 
artistically, so as to make it harmonious without losing sight of 
its internal source of unity. But he ahready begins to disin- 
tegrate the colossal work of iEschylus — ^notably in his sepa- 
ration of the Trilogy and in his moralizing of the idea of 
Nemesis. With Euripides the disintegration is complete. He 
neglects the mythus altogether. The theosophy of -^chylus, 
always implicit in Sophocles, survives as a mere convention- 
ality in the work of Euripides. Finally, like Praxiteles, he 
carves single statues of eminent beauty; like Correggio, he 
conceals his poverty of design beneath a mass of redundant 
elegance. What we have really to regret in the art of Euri- 
pides is that he should have endeavoiured to compete at all 
with iEschylus and Sophocles upon the old ground of the tales 
of Thebes and Troy. Where he breaks new ground, as in 
the Medea^ the Hippolytus^ and the Baccha, he proves himself a 
consununate master. Here the novelty of his method shocks 
no sense of traditional propriety. He is not driven to flip- 
pant scepticism in dealing with time-honoured myths, or to 
travesties of well-marked characters, in order to assert his in- 
dividuality. These plays exhibit a complete unity of outward 
form, and a profound internal unity of passion and character. 
They are not surpassed in their own kind by anything that 
any other poet has produced ; and if " the chef d'csuvre be 
adequate to the chef d'auvre^' Euripides may here be pro- 
nounced the equal of Sophocles and Shakspere. 

To enter into an elaborate analysis of Euripides as a poet 
would be beyond the scope of this essay, which has for its sub- 
ject the relation of the third great dramatist to his predeces- 
sors and to Greek tragedy in general. Yet something must be 
added to justify the opinion just expressed, that, though 
Euripides suffered by the constraint imder which he laboured 
in competition \rith rivals who had nearly exhausted the re- 
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sources of the tragic art, yet he displays beauties of his own 
of such transcendent merit as to place him in the first rank of 
the poets pf the world. It would be a delightful task to 
attempt to do him justice in the teeth of a n^devolent genera- 
tion of critics, led by Schlegel and Miiller, who do not imder- 
stand him — to summon from the shadows of the Attic stage 
the "magnificent witch*' Medea, pure-souled Polyxena, wifely 
Alcestis, fiery-hearted Phaedra,, chaste and cold Hippolytus, 
Andromache upon her chariot a royal slave, Orestes in his 
agony soothed by a sister's ministrations, the sunny piety of 
Ion, the self-devotion of Menoikeus — intermingling* perchance 
these pictured forms, pure, statuesque and clear as fi'escoes 
from Pompeii, with choric odes and exquisite descriptions. 
The lyrics of Euripides are among the choicest treasures of 
Greek poetry : they flow like mountain rivulets, flashing with 
sunbeams, edd3dng in cool shady places, rustling through 
leaves of mint, forget-me-not, marsh-marigold, and dock. His 
landscapes are most vivid : in ancient poetry there is nothing 
to compete with the pictures of Cithaeron, where the Bac- 
chantes lie limb-length beneath the silver-firs, their snakes 
asleep, and the mountain air ruffling their loose curls ; or with 
the cave of Polyphemus, where the satyrs lead their flocks from 
pasture up the valley between chestnut-tree and chestnut to 
the lawns that overhang dark purple sea-waves. In the depart- 
ment of the picturesque Euripides is unrivalled. His paintings '^ 
have the truth to nature, the delicately modulated outline, and 
the facile grace of the most perfect bas-reliefs or firescoes. 

But to attempt this labour of criticism would be to write a 
book upon Euripides. It must be enough in this place to 
illustrate one quality which occupies a large space in the 
dramatic ethics of Euripides, and forms the motive of the 
action of his leading characters. The old religious basis of 
Nemesis having been virtually abandoned by him, Euripides 
fell back upon the morality of passions and emotions. For his 

p 2 
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cardinal virtue he chose what the Greeks called cvt/a;x(a» stout- 
heartedness, pluck in the noblest sense of the word, — that 
temper of the soul which prepared the individual to sacrifice 
himself for the State, and to triumph in pain or death or dogged 
endurance rather than give way to feebler instincts. That this 
quality should be prominent in Euripides is not without signi- 
ficance. Not only did it enable him to construct most thrilling 
scenes : it also harmonized with the advancing tendencies of 
Greek philosophy, which already held within itself the germs 
of Stoicism — or the theory of Kapripia* One of the most 
dramatic exhibitions of this virtue occurs in the Fhcsnissa, 
The Seven Captains are beleaguering Thebes, and af&irs are 
going ill with the garrison. Teiresias, however, prophesies that 
if Creon's son, Menoikeus, will kill himself, Thebes must 
triumph. Creon accepts the prophecy but seeks to save his 
son ; he sends for Menoikeus and instructs him how he may 
escape to Dodona. Menoikeus pretends to agree with what 
his father counsels, and, after true Euripidean fashion, sends 
Creon to get his journey-money. Then the boy, left alone 
upon the stage, turns to the Chorus and begins his speech: — 

•• How well have I my father's fears allayed 
With fraudulent words to compass my own will ! 
Lx), he would filch me hence, with shame to me, 
Loss to my fatherland. An old man's heart 
Deserves some pity.— What pity can I claim 
If I betray the land that gave me birth ? 
Know then tliat I shall go and save the state, 
Giving my life and dying for this land. 



' be questioned whether a Dorian type of character was not in 
if Euripides when he constructed his ideal of feminine heroism, 
arch in the life of Cleomenes says of Cratesiclea and the wife of 
ads like a commentary on the tragedies of Malaria, Polyxena, 
nia, Xenophon's partiality for the Spartans indicates the same 
sympathy. Philosophical analysis was leading up to an eclectic 
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For this is shameful ; if beneath no ban 
Of oracles, bound by no force of fate. 
But standing to their shields, men dare to die 
Under the ramparts of the town they love ; 
While I, untrue to brother and to sire. 
And to my country, like a felon slink 
Far hence in exile ! Lo, where'er I roam. 
All men would call me coward ! By great Zeus, 
Who dwells among the stars, by bloody Ares, 
Who made the dragon-seed in days of old 
Lords of the land, I swear this shall not be ! 
But I will go, and on the topmost towers 
Standing, will dash into the murky den 
Where couched the dragon, as the prophet bade. 
Thus will I free my country. I have spoken. 
See, then, I leave you : it is no mean gift 
In death I give the city ; but my land 
I purge of sickness. If all men were bold 
Of their good things to work the public weal, 
I ween our towns had less of ills to bear, 
And more of blessings for all days to be." 

With the Phcsnissa in our hands, one other passage may be 
translated which displays the power possessed by Euripides of 
composing a dramatic picture, and presenting pathos to the 
eye. Eteocles and Polyneices have been wounded to the death. 
Jocasta, their mother, and Antigone, their sister, go forth to 
the batde-field to find them : — 

" Then rushed their wretched mother on the twain. 
And seeing them thus wounded unto death, 
Wailed : * O, my sons ! too late, too late I come 
To succour you ! ' Then, clasping them by turns, 
She wept and mourned the long toil of her breasls. 
Groaning ; and by her side their sister groaned : 
* O, ye who should have been my mother's stay 
In age, O, thoughtless of my maiden years 
Unwedded, dearest brothers I ' From his chest 
Heaving a heavy breath. King Eteocles heard 
His mother, and stretched forth a cold damp hand 
On hen, and nothing said, but with his eyes 
Spake to her by his tears, showing kind thoughts 
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In symbols. Then the other, who still breathed, 
Looked at his sister and the qaeen, and said : 
* We have perished, mother ! yea, I pity thee. 
And this my sister, and my brother dead ; 
For dear he was— my foe — and yet was dear. 
Bury me, O, my mother, and thou, too. 
Sweet sister, in my father's land, I pray ; 
And close my djring eyelids with thy hand. 
Mother !* — Upon his eyes he placed her hand — 
' And fare you well ! Now darkness dips me round.* 
Then both breathed out their weary life together. 
But the queen, when she saw this direiiil end. 
Maddened with anguish drew the dead man's sword. 
And wrought things horrible ; for through her throat 
She thrust the blade : and on her dearest falling 
Dies, and lies stretched clasping both in her arms." 

But to return to the virtue of tyr^myla. The play oi Hecuba 
contains a still more touching .picture of heroism in death than 
that displayed by Meuoikeus. Troy has been taken. Ulysses 
is sent by the Greeks to inform Hecuba that her daughter 
Polyxena must be sacrificed. Hecuba reminds him how in 
forma: days he had come disguised as a spy to Troy, and how 
she had recognized him, and, at his strong entreaty, spared 
him firom discovery. In return for this, let him now spare 
her daughter. Frigidly and politely Ulysses replies, "True, 
lady, a life for a life. You saved mine, I would do something 
to save yours ; but your daughter is quite another person. I 
have not the pleasure of having received benefits from her. 
I must trouble her to follow me." Then Polyxena breaks 
silence : — 

** I see thee, how beneath thy robe, O king, 
Thy hand is hidden, thy face turned from mine, 
Lest I should touch thee by the beard and pray. 
Fear not : thou hast escaped the god of prayers 
For my part. I will rise and follow thee. 
Driven by strong need ; yea, and not loth to die. 
Lo t if I should not seek death, I were found 
A cowardly, life-loving, selfish soul ! 
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For why should I live ? Was my sire not king 
Of all broad Phrygia? Thus my life b^an ; 
Then was I nurtured on fair bloom of hope 
To be the bride of kings ; no small the suit, 
I ween, of lovers seeking me : thus I 
Was once — ah, woe is me ! of Idan dames 
Mistress and queen, 'mid maidens like a star 
Conspicuous, peer of gods, except for death ; 
And now I am a slave : this name alone 
Makes me in love with death — so strange it is/* 

Sheer contempt of life, when life has to be accepted on dis- 
honourable terms, is the virtue of Polyxena. But, so far, 
though we may admire her fortitude, we have not been touched 
by her misfortune. Euripides reserves the pathos, after his own 
fashion, for a picture. Talthybius, the herald, is telling Hecuba 
how her daughter died : — 

■** The whole vast concourse of the Achaian host 
Stood round the tomb to see your daughter die. 
Achilleus' son, taking her by the hand, 
Placed her upon the mound ! and I stayed near ; 
And youths, the flower of Greece, a chosen few. 
With hands to check thy heifer, should she bound. 
Attended. From a cup of carven gold, 
Raised lull of wine, Achilleus' son poured forth 
Libation to his sire, and bade me sound 
Silence throughout the whole Achaian host. 
I, standing there, cried in the midst these words : 
* Silence, Achaians ! let the host be still ! 
Hush, hold your voices ! ' Breathless stayed the crowd, 
But he : * O, son of Peleus, father mine, 
Take these libations pleasant to thy soul, 
Draughts that allure the dead : come, drink the black 
Pure maiden's blood, wherewith the host and I 
Sue thee : be kindly to us ; loose our prows, 
And let our barks go free ; give safe return 
Homevrard from Troy to all, and happy voyage.* 
Such words he spoke, and the crowd prayed assent 
Then from the scabbard, by its golden hilt, 
He drew the sword, and to the chosen youths 
Signalled that they should bring the maid ; but she, 
Knowing her hour was come, spake thus, and said : 
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* O, men of Argos who have sacked my tovii, 
Lo, of free will I die ! let no man touch 

My body : boldly will I stretch my throat. 
Nay, but I pray you set me free, then slay ; 
That free I thus may perish : *mong the dead. 
Being a queen, I blush to be called skive/ 
The people shouted, and King Agamemnon 
Bade the youths loose the maid and set her free : 
She, when she heard the order of the cliiefs. 
Seizing her mantle, from the shoulder doum 
To the soft centre of her snowy waist 
Tore it, and showed her breasts and bosom fisiir 
As in a statue. Bending then with knee 
On earth, she spake a speech most piteous : 

* See you this breast, oh ! youth, if breast you will. 
Strike it; take heart ; or if beneath my neck, 

Lo ! here my throat is ready for your sword ! ' 

He willing not, yet willing, pity-stirred 

In sorrow for the maiden, with his blade 

Severed the channels of her breath : blood flowed ; 

And she, though dying, still had thought to fall 

In seemly wise hiding what e3res should see not 

But when she breathed her life out from the blow, 

Then was the Argive host in divers ways 

Of service parted ; for some bringing leaves. 

Strewed them upon the corpse ; some piled a pyre, 

Dragging pine trunks and boughs ; and he who bore none. 

Heard from the bearers many a bitter word : 

* Standest thou, villain ? Hast thou then no robe, 
No funeral honours for the maid to bring? 

"Wilt thou not go and get for her who died 
Most nobly, bravest-souled, some gift ? * Thus they 
Spake of thy child in death : O, thou most blessed 
Of women in thy daughter, most undone ! " 

The quality of thyj/uxta which we have seen in Menoikeus 
and Polyxena, is displayed by Macaria in the Heraddda and 
by Iphigenia in the last scene of her tragedy at Aulis. Another 
shade of the same virtue gives a peculiar attraction to the 
self-devotion of Alcestis in her death, and of Electra in her 
attendance on the brain-sick Orestes. It is noticeable, by the 
way, that Euripides, the so-called wonuui-hater, has alone of the 
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Greek poets subsequent to Homer, with the single exception 
of Sophocles, devoted his genius to the delineation of female 
characters. It is impossible to weigh occasional sententious 
sarcasms against such careful studies of heroic virtue in 
woman as the Iphigenia, the Electra, the Polyxena, the Alcestis, 
of our poet Aristophanes, who was himself the worst enemy 
Athenian ladies ever met with, describes Euripides as a foe 
to women, apparently because he thought fit to treat them, 
not as automata, but as active, passionate, and powerful agents 
in the play of human life. But to return to our illustrations of 
eh)pvxia. In the Medea and the Hippolytus^ Euripides again 
displays this virtue of stem Stoicism in two women. But here 
the heroines are guilty : their Spartan endurance of anguish to 
the death is tempered with crime. These tragedies are the 
master-pieces of the poet ; in each of them the single passion 
of an individual forms the subject of the drama. Separated 
from all antecedents of ancestral doom, Medea and Phaedra 
work out the dreadful consequences of their own tempestuous 
will. Not Othdlo^ and not Faust^ have a more complete 
internal unity of motive. No modem play has an equal ex- 
temal harmony of form. Medea was one of the most romantic \ 

figures of Greek story. Daughter of the sungod in the Colchian 
land of mystery and magic, she unfolded like some poisonous 
flower, goigeous to look upon, with flaunting petals and intoxi- 
cating scent, but deadly. Terrible indeed, in wiles, she learned 
to love Jason. By a series of crimes, in which the hero 
participated as her accomplice, and of which he reaped the 
benefits — by the betrayal of her father's trust, by the murder of 
her brother, by the butchery of Pclias — she placed ha: lover on 
the throne of Thessaly. Then Jason, at the height of his pros- 
perity, forgetting the love, as of some tigress, that the sorceress 
bore him, forgetting too her fatal power of life and death, cast 
his eyes on Glauk^, the king's daughter of Corinth, and bade 
Medea go forth with her sons, a Pariah — ^a dishonoured wife. 
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Whither should she turn ? To Colchis, and the &ther whose son 
she slew ? To Thessaly, where the friends of Pelias still live ? 
Jason does not care. His passion for Medea has vanished like 
a mist Their common trials, common crimes — trials which 
should have endeared them to each other ; crimes which were as 
strong as hell to bind them — have melted from his mind like 
dew. He only wishes to be rid of the fell woman, and to live 
a peaceful life with innocent home-keeping folk. But on one 
thing Jason has not reckoned — on the awful fury of his old 
love ; he forgets how she wrought by magic and by poison in 
his need, and how in her own need she may do things terrible 
and strange. In the same way we often think that we will 
lightly leave some ancient, strong, habitual sin, of old time 
passionately cherished, of late grown burdensome ; but not so 
easily may the new pure life be won. Between our souls and 
it there stands the fury of the past. 

Medea in her house, like a lioness in her den, has couched 
sleepless, without food, not to be touched or spoken to, since 
the first news of Glauk^'s projected bridal was told No one 
knows what she is meditating. Only the nurse of her children 
mistrusts her fiery eyes and thundrous silence, her viperish loose 
hair and throbbing skin. The moment is finely prepared. 
Some Corinthian ladies visit her, and she, though loth to rise, 
does so at their prayer, excusing her reluctance by illness, and 
by a foreigner's want of familiarity with their customs. Pale, 
calm, and terrible, she stands before them. From this first 
appearance of Medea to the end of the play, her one figure 
occupies the whole space of the theatre. Her spirit is in the 
air, and the progress of the action only dilates the impression 
which she has produced. The altercations with Creon and 
with Jason are artfully conducted so as to arouse our sympathy 
and make us feel that such a nature is being driven by the in- 
temperance and selfishness of others into a cul-de-sac of crime. 
The facility with which she disposes in thought of her chief foes. 
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as if they were so many flies that have to be caught and killed, is 
eminently impressive. " Many are the ways of death : I will 
stretch three corpses in the palace — Creon's, the bride's, my 
husband's. My only thought is now of means — ^whether to 
bum them, or to cut their throats — ^perchance the old tried way 
of poison were the best. They are dead." YdOLilnrt^vafru Medea 
knows they cannot escape her. For the rest, she will consider 
her own plans. In the scene with Jason she rises to an appal- 
Hng altitude. Her words are winged snakes and the breath of 
furnaces. There is no querulous recrimination, no impotence 
of anger ; but her spirit glows and flickers dragon-like against 
him, as she stands above him on the pedestal of his ingratitude. 
But when he has gone, and she sits down to reconsider her last 
act of vengeance — the murder of his sons and hers — then begins 
the tragic agony of her own soul. These lines reveal the 
contest between a mother's love and the pride of an injured 
woman, the tv^nry^ia. of one who must steel her heart in order 
to preserve her fame for fortitude and power : — 

" O Zeus, and justice of high Jove, and light 
Of Sun all-seeing ! Now victorious 
Over my foes shall I pace forth, sweet friends, 
To triumph I 

I shudder at the deed that will be done 

Hereafter : for my children I shall slay — 

Mine ; there is none shall snatch them from me now. 

Let no one deem me timid, weak of hand, 
Placidly tame ; but of the other temper, 
Harsh to my foes and kindly to my friends." 

Then when Glauk^, arrayed in the robe Medea sent her, 
is smouldering to ashes with her father in slow phosphorescent 
flame, Medea sends for her children and makes that last speech 
which is the very triumph of Euripidean rhetoric : — 

" O, children, children ! you have still a city, 
A home, where, lost to me and all my woe, 



Digitized by 



Google 



220 THE GREEK POETS, 

You will live out your lives without a mother ! 
But I — lo ! I am for another land, 
Leaving the joy of you : — to see you happy, 
To deck your marriage-bed, to greet your bride, 
To light your wedding torch shall not be mine ! 

me, thrice wretched in my own self-will ! 

In vain then, dear my children ! did I rear you ; 

In vain I travailed, and with wearing sorrow 

Bore bitter anguish in the hour of childbirth ! 

Yea, of a sooth, I had great hope of you, 

That you should cherish my old age, and deck 

My corpse with loving hands, and make me blessed 

'Mid women in my death. But now, ah me I 

Hath perished that sweet dream. For long without you 

1 shall drag out a dreary doleful age. 
And you shall never see your mother more 
With your dear eyes : for all your life is changed. 

Wofi,jproe ! 

Why gaze you at me with your eyes, my children ? 

Why smile your last sweet smile ? Ah ! me ; ah ! me ! 

What shall I do ? My heart dissolves within me. 

Friends, when I see the glad eyes of my sons ! 

I cannot. No : my will that was so steady. 

Farewell to it. They too shall go with me : 

Why should I wound their sire with what wounds them. 

Heaping tenfold his woes on my own head ? 

No, no, I shall not. Perish my proud will. 

Yet whence this weakness ? Do I wish to reap 

The scorn that springs from enemies unpunished ? 

Daie it I must. What craven fool am I, 

To let soft thoughts flow trickling from my soul ! 

Go, boys, into the house : and he who may not 

Be present at my solemn sacrifice 

Let him see to it. My hand shall not fiedter. 
Ah ! ah ! 
' Nay, do not, O my heart ! do not this thing ! 
Suffer them, O poor fool ; yea, spare thy children ! 
There in thy exile they will gladden thee. 
Not so : by all the plagues of nethermost Hell 
It shall not be that I, that I should suffer 
My foes to triumph and insult my sons ! 
Die must they : this must be, and since it must, 
I, I myself will slay them, I who bore them. 
So b it fixed, and there is no escape. 
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Even as I speak, the crovm is on her head, 

The bride is dying in her robes, I know it. 

But since this path most piteous I tread, 

Sending them forth on paths more piteous far, 

I will embrace my children. O, my sons. 

Give, give your mother your dear hands to kiss ! 

O, dearest hands, and mouths most dear to me, 

And forms and noble faces of my sons \ 

Be happy even there : what here was yours, 

Your father robs you of. O, delicate scent ! 

O, tender touch and sweet breath of my boys ! 

Go, go, go, leave me ! Lo, I cannot bear 

To look on you : my woes have overwhelmed me ! 

Now know I all the ill I have to do : 

But rage is stronger than my better mind, 

Rage, cause of greatest crimes and griefs to mortals." 

Phaedra, the heroine of the Hippolytus^ supplies us with a 
new conception of the same thirst for tvKKtia — the same ihif^x'^9 
y€vyai6r¥i(f indifference to life when honour is at stake. The 
pride of her good name drives Phadra to a crime more detest- 
able than Medea's, because her victim Hippolytus is eminently 
innocent. We do not want to dwell upon the pining sickness 
of Phaedra, which Euripides has wrought with exquisitely 
painful details, but rather to call attention to Hippolytus. Side 
by side with the fever of Phaedra is the pure fresh health of the 
hunter-hero. The scent of forest-glades, where he pursues the 
deer with Artemis, surrounds him; the sea-breeze from the 
sands, where he trains his horses, moves lys curls. His piety 
is as untainted as his purity ; it is the maiden-service of a 
maiden-saint In his observance of the oath extorted from 
him by Phaedra's nurse, in his obedience to his father's will, in 
his kindness to his servants, in his gentle endurance of a pain- 
ful death, and in the joy with which he greets the virgin 
huntress when she comes to visit him, Euripides has iirmly 
traced the ideal of a guileless, tranquil manhood. Hippolytus 
among the ancients was the Paladin of chaality, the Percival of 
their romance. Nor is any knight of mediaeval legend more 
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true and pure than he. Hippolytus first comes upon the stage 
with a garland of wild flowers for Artemis : — 

" Lady, for thee this garland have I woven 
Of wilding flowers plucked from an unshorn meadow, 
Where neither shepherd dares to feed his flock, 
Nor ever scythe hath swept, but through the mead 
Unshorn in spring the bee pursues her labours, 
And maiden modesty with running rills 
Waters the garden. Sweet queen, take my crown 
To deck thy golden hair : my hand is holy. 
To me alone of men belongs this honour. 
To be with thee and answer when thou speakest ; 
Yea, for I hear thy voice but do not see thee. 
So may I end my life as I began." 

Even in this bald translation some of the fresh morning 
feeling, as of cool fields and living waters, and pure companion- 
ship and a heart at peace, transpires. Throughout the play, in 
spite of the usual Euripidean blemishes of smart logic-chopping 
and pragmatical sententiousness, this impression is maintained. 
Hippolytus moves through it with the athletic charm that 
belongs to such statues as that of Meleager and his dog in the 
Vatican. At the end the young hero is carried from the sea- 
beach, mangled, and panting out his life amid intolerable pain 
and fever-thirst. His lamentations are loud and deep as he 
calls on Death the healer. Then suddenly is he aware of the 
presence of Artemis : — 

" O, breath and perfume of the goddess ! Lo, 
I feel thee even in torment, and am eased ! 
Here in this place is Artemis the queen." • 

The scent of the forest coolness has been blown upon him. 
His death will now be calm. 

**-<4. Poor man ! she is ; the goddess thou most loved. 

H, Seest thou me, lady, in what plight I lie ? 
.A, I see thee ; but I may not drop a tear. 

H^ Thou hast no huntsman and no servant now. 
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A, Nay, truly, since thou diest, dear my friend. 
H, No groom, no guardian of thy sculptured shrine. 
' A, Twas Kupris, the arch-fiend, who wrought this woe. 
H, Ah, me ! Now know I what god made me die. 
A, Shorn of her honour, vexed with thy chaste life. 
H. Three of us her one spite — behold ! hath slain. • 
A. Thy father and his wife, and thirdly thee. 
H, Yea, and I therefore mourn my sire's ill hap. 
A, Snared was he by a goddess's deceit. 
H, Oh ! for your sorrow in this woe, my father ! 
T, Son ! I have perished : life has now no joy. 
H, I mourn this error more for you than me. 
T, Would, son, I were a corpse instead of you. 
A, Stay ! for though earth and gloom encircle thee» 

Not even thus the anger unavenged 

Of Kupris shall devour at will thy body : 

Fpr I, with my own hand, to pay for thee 

Will pierce of men him whom she mostly dotes on. 

With these inevitable shafts. But thou, 

As guerdon for thine anguish, shalt henceforth 

Gain highest honours in Troezenian land, 

My gift. Unwedded nmids before their bridals 

Shall shear their locks for thee, and thou for ever 

Shalt reap the harvest of unnumbered tears. 

Yea, and for aye, with lyre and song the virgins 

Shall keep thy memory ; nor shall Phaedra's love 

For thee unnamed fall in oblivious silence. 

But thou, O son of aged i^eus, take 

Thy child within thy arms and cherish him ; 

For without guile thou slewest him, and men. 

When the gods lead, may well lapse into error. 

Thee too I counsel ; hate not thy own father, 

Hippolytus: 'twas fate that ruined thee." 

Thus Artemis reconciles father and son. Hippolytus dies 
slowly in the arms of Theseus, and the play ends. The ap- 
pearance of the goddess, as a lady of transcendent power more 
than as a divine being — her vindictive hatred of Aphrodite, and 
the moral that she draws about the fate by which Hippolytus 
died and Theseus sinned, are all thoroughly Euripidean. Not 
so would iEschylus the theologian, or Sophocles the moralist, 
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have dealt with the conclusion of the play. But neither would 
have drawn a more touching picture. 

The following scene from the opening of the Orestes 
may be taken as a complete specimen of the manner of 
Euripides when working pathos to its highest pitch, and 
when desirous of introducing into mythic history the 
realities of common life. Electra appears as the devoted 
sister; Orestes as the invalid brother; the Chorus are 
somewhat importunate, but, at the same time, sympathetic 
visitors. This extract also serves to illustrate the Euripidean 
habit of mingling lyrical dialogue with the more regular Iambic 
in passages which do not exactly correspond to the Commos of 
the elder tragedians, but which require highly-wrought expres- 
sion. Helen has just left Electra. As the wife of Menelaus 
walks away, the daughter of Agamemnon follows her with her 
eyes, and speaks thus : — 

**£■/. O nature ! what a curse art thou *mid men — 
Yea, and a safeguard to the nobly-tempered ! 

[Points Jur finger at HeUn, 
See how she snipped the tips of her long hair, 
Saving its beauty ! She's the same woman still. — 
May the gods hate thee for the ruin wrought 

On me, on him, on Hellas I Woe is me ! 

{Sees the Chorus advancing. 

Here come my friends again with lamentations, 
To join their wails with mine : they'll drive him far 
From placid slumber, and will waste mine eyes 

With weeping when I see my brother mad. 

[Speaking to the C horns, 

O dearest maidens, tread with feet of wool ; 

Come softly, make no rustling, raise no cry : 

For though your kindness be right dear to me, 

Yet to wake him will work me double mischief. 

[The Chants enters, 
Ch, Softly, softly ! let your tread 

Fall upon the ground like snow ! 

Every sound be dumb and dead : 

Breathe and S]>eak in murmurs low ! 
El. Further from the couch, I pray you ; further yet, and yet away ! 
Ch, Even so, dear maid, you see that I obey. 

Digitized by CjOOQIC 



GREEK TRAGEDY AND EURIPIDES, - 225 

El, Ah, my friend, speak softly, slowly. 

Like the sighing of a rush. 
Ch, See I speak and answer lowly 

With a stealthy smothered hush. 
El, That is right : come hither now ; come boldly forward to my 
side; 

Cgme, and say what need hath brought you : for at length with 
watching tried, 

Lo, he sleeps, and on the pillow spreads his limbs and tresses 
wide. 
Ch. How is he ? Dear lady, say : 

Let us hear your tale, and know 

Whether you have joy to-day, 

Whether sorrow brings you low. 
El, He is breathing still, but slightly groaning in his sleep alway. 
Ch, O poor man ! but tell us plainer what you say. 
El, Hush ! or you will scare the pleasant 

Sleep that to his eyelid brings 

Brief oblivion of the present. 
Ch, Ah, thrice wretched race that springs 

Burdened with the god-sent curses of abhorred deeds ! 
El, Ah me! 

Guilty was the voice of Phcebus, when enthroned for prophecy. 

He decreed my mother's murder — mother murdered guiltily ! 
Ch, Look you, lady, on his bed, 

How he gently stirs and sighs 1 
El, Woe b me I His sleep hath fled. 

Frightened by your noisy cries ! 
Ch, Nay ; I thought he sleeping lay. 
El, Hence, I bid you, hence away 

From the bedside, from' the house ! 

Cease your noise ; 

Subdue your voice ; 

Stay not here to trouble us ! 
Ch, He is sleeping, and you rightly caution us. 
El, Holy mother, mother Night ! 

Thou who sheddest sleep on every wearied wight ! 

Arise from Erebus, arise 

With plumy pinions light : 

Hover o'er the house of Atreus ; and upon our aching eyes. 

Wearied with woe. 

With grief brought low. 

Solace bring 'mid miseries. 

Silence ! Hush! what noise was this ? 
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Can you ne'er your tongue restrain, 

And allow soft slumber's kiss 

To refresh his fevered brain ? 
Ch, Tell me, lady, what the close 

Of his grief is like to be ? 
El. Death. Nought else will en4 his woes. 

Lo, he fasts continually. , 

Ch. Alas ! Alas ! his £site is sure. 
El. By the promise, to make pure 

Hands a mother's life-blood stained, 

Phoebus brought 

Woe, and wrought 

All the grief that we have gained. 
Ch. Just it was to slay the slayer ; yet the deed with crime was 

fraught 
El. Thou art dead : oh, thou art dead. 

Mother, who didst bear me ! mother, who didst shed 

A father's blood, and slay 

The children of thy bed ! 

We are dying, we are dying, like the dead, and weak as they : 

For thou art gone. 

And I am wan. 

Weeping, sighing night and day ! 

Look upon me, friends, behold 

How my withered life must run, 

Childless, homeless, sad and <fold, 

Comfortless beneath the sun. 
Ch. Come hither, maid Electra, to the couch ; 

Lest haply he should breathe his life away 

Unheeded : I like not this deep dead languor. 

[Orestes wakes up. 
Or. O soothing sleep ! dear friend ! best nurse of sickness ! 

How sweetly came you in my hour of need. 

Blest Lethe of all woes, how wise you are. 

How worthy of the prayers of wretched men I 

Whence came I to this place ? How journeyed I ? 

I cannot think : my former mind is vanished. 
El. O .dearest, how hath your sleep gladdened me ! 

Say, can I help to soothe or raise your body ? 
Or. Yes, take me, take me : with your kind hands wipe 

The foam of fever from my lips and eyes. 
. El. Sweet is this service to me ; I am glad 

To soothe my brother with a sister's hand. 
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Or, Support me with your breast, aiid fan my forehead ; 

Brush the loose hair : I scarce can see for sickness. 
El. P«or head ! How rough and tangled are the curls, 

How haggard is your face with long neglect ! 
Or, Now lay me back upon the bed again : 

When the fit leaves me, I am weak and helpless. 
EL Yea ; and the couch is some relief in sickness, 

A sorry friend, but one that must be borne with. 
Or, Raise me once more upright, and turn my body : 

Sick men are hard to please, through wayward weakness. 
El. How wonld you like to put your feet to earth ? 

'Tis long since you stood up ; and change is pleasant. 
Or, True : for it gives a show of seeming health ; 

And shows are good, although there be no substance. 

[Orestes changes his posture and sits at ease. 
El. Now listen to me, dearest brother mine, 

While the dread Furies leave you space to think. 
Or, What have you new to say ? Good news will cheer me ; 

But of what's bad I have enough already. 
El. Menelaus is here, your father's brother : 

His ships are safely moored in Nauplia. 
Or, What I Has he come to end your woes and mine? 

He is our kinsman and our father's debtor. 
El, He has : and this is surety for my words — 

Helen hath come with him from Troy, is here. 
Or, If heaven had saved but him, he'd now be happier : 

But with his wife, he brings a huge curse home. 
El. Yea : Tyndareus begat a hiood. of daughters 

Marked out for obloquy, a shame through Hellas. 
Or, Be you then other than the bad ; you can : 

Make not fine speeches, but be rightly minded ! 

[As he speaks^ he becomes excited. 
El. Ah me, my brother ! your eyes roll and tremble — 

One moment sane, and now swift frenzy fires you 1 

[Orestes speaks to phantoms in the air. 
Or. Mother, I sue to thee : nay, mother, hound not 

Those blood-faced, snake-encircled women on me ! 

There ! There ! See there— close by they bound upon me I 
El. Stay, wretched brother ; start not from the bed ! 

For nought you see of what seems clear and certain. 
Or, O Phoebus ! They will slay me, those dog-faced. 

Fierce-eyed, infernal ministers, dread goddesses ! 
El. I will not leave you ! but with woven arms 

Q2 
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Will stay you from the direful spasm-throes. 

\PresUs hurls Electrafrom him^ 
Or, Let go ! Of my damned Furies thou art one, 

That with thy grip wouldst hale me down to hell ! 
El. Ah, woe is me ! what succour shall I find, 

Seeing the very gods conspire against us ? i 
Or, Give me my bow and arrows, Phcfibus* gift. 

Wherewith Apollo bade me fight the fiends, 

If they should scare me with wild-eyed delirium. 

Some god shall feel the fury of man's hand. 

Unless ye vanish forth from out my sight ! 

\He threatens the phantoms. 

Hear ye not ! See ye not the feathery wings 

Of swift, sure-striking shafts, ready to flutter ? 

Hal Ha! 

Why linger here ? Go, sweep with outspread pinions 

The windy sky ! Hence, and complain of Phoebus ! 

Woe's me ! 

{Recovering his reason again. 

Why waste I breath, wearying my lungs in vain ? 

Where am I ? From my bed how leaped I — when ? 

'Midmost the waves once more I see fair weather. 

Sister, why weep you ? Wherefore veil your head ? 

I blush to see you partner of my woe. 

Blush that a girl should suffer in my sickness. 

Nay, do not pine thus, bowed beneath my burden — 

All mine ; — you said but yea, *twas I who shed 

Our mother's blood : but Loxias I blame. 

Who urging me to most unholy deeds 

Helped me with words, in act availed me nothing. 

Yea, and I think my sire, if, face to face, 

I asked him — is it right to slay my mother ? 

Would lengthen many prayers, beseeching me 

Never to draw my sword on her who bare me. 

Seeing he might not see the sun again. 

And I am doomed to bear this weight of horrors. 

But now unveil your face again, dear sister. 

And cease from weeping — even though we be 

Ringed round with sorrows. When you see me downcast. 

Soothe you my terror and my frenzied soul — 

Soothe and caress me ; yea, and when you moan, 

'Tis mine to stay and comfort as I can : 

For these kind services of friends are fair. 

But, dear, sad sister, go into the house, 
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And give your watchful eyes to sleep, and rest ; 
Take food, and with fair water bathe yourself. 
For think, if you should fail me, if by watching 
You take some sickness, then we're lost : 'tis you, 
You only, are my help ; all else is vanished. 
El, Not so. With you to die I choose, with you 
To live : it is all one : for if you perish, 
What shall I do— a woman ? How shall I, 
Brotherless, friendless, fatherless, alone. 
Live on ? Nay, if you ask it, I will do 
Your will : but, brother, rest you on your bed ; 
Nor take the terror and the startling fear 
For more than phantoms : stay upon the couch. 
For though one is not sick and only seems. 
Yet is this pain and weariness to mortals. 



This scene, for variety of motive and effect, is not excelled by 
any passage in ancient tragedy. The scope which it afforded 
for impressive acting must have been immense, though it is 
difficult to understand how the 'fixed masks and conventional 
dresses of the Greek stage could have been adapted to the 
violent and frequent changes of mood exhibited by Orestes. 
Adequately to render the effect of the lyrical dialogue between 
Electra and the Chorus is very difficult I have attempted to 
maintain in some degree the antistrophic pauses, and by the 
use of rhyme, to hint how very near the tragedy of the Greeks 
approached, in scenes like this, to the Italian opera. The 
entrance of the Chorus singing "Silence," can only be 
paralleled by passages in which the spies or conspirators of 
Rossini or Mozart appear upon the stage, whispering " Zitto, 
Zitto !" to the sound of subdued music. In the same way 
Electra's impassioned apostrophe to Night must have been the 
subject of an elaborate Aria. 

It is hard, while still beneath the overshadowing presence of 
so great a master as Euripides, to have patience with the critics 
and the scholars who scorn him — critics who cannot compre- 
hend him, scholars who have not read him since they were at 
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school. Decadence ! is their cry. Yet what would they have ? 
Would they ask for a second Sophocles, or a revived ^Eschylus ? 
That being dearly impossible, beyond all scope of wish, why 
will they not be satisfied with beauty as luminous as that of a 
Greek statue or a Greek landscape, with feeling as profound as 
humanity .itself, and with wisdom " musical as is Apollo's 
lute"? These are the qualities of a great poet, and we contend 
that Euripides possesses them in an eminent degreee. It is 
false criticism, surely, to do as Schlegel, Miiller, and Bunsen 
have successively done* — to measure Euripides by the standard 
of the success of his predecessors, or to ransack his plays for 
illustrations of pet dramatic theories, and then because he will 
not bear these tests, to refuse to see his own distinguished 
merits. It would sometimes seem as if our nature were 
exhausted by its admiration of a Sophocles or a Shakspere. 
There is no enthusiasm left for Euripides and Fletcher. 

Euripides, after all is said, incontestably displays the quality of 
radiancy. On this we are willing to base a portion of his claim 
to rank as a great poet. An admirer of ^Eschylus or Sophocles 
might affirm that neither iEschylus nor Sophocles chose to use 



•Goethe was very severe on the critics who could not appreciate Euripides : 

"to feel and respect a great personality, one must be something oneself. 

All those who denied the sublime to Euripides, were either poor wretches 

incapable of comprehending such sublimity, or shameless charlatans, who, 

by their presumption, wished to make more of themselves, and really did 

make more of themselves than they were." {Eckermauft^s Conversations of 

Goethe, English edn., vol. ii. p. 377.) In another place he indicates the 

*«;«♦ \n «rTi;oh any adverse criticism of Euripides should be attempted : 

>m Socrates called his fiiend, whom Aristotle lauded, whom 

mired, and for whom Sophocles and the city of Athens put on 

hearing of his death, must certainly have been something. If 

n like Schlegel mu^L^ickjoutJaults injo great .an ancient, 

r to do it upon his knees." (/^., vol. i. p. 378.) Again (/^., 

o\ he energetically combats the opinion that Euripides had 

dine of Greek tragedy. 
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their art for the display of thrilling splendour. However that 
may be, Euripides, alone of Greeks, with the exception of 
Aristophanes, entered the fairyland of dazzling fency which 
Calderon and Shakspere and Fletcher trod. The Baccha^ 
like the Birds^ proves, what otherwise we might have hardly 
known, that there lacked not Greeks for whom the Tempest 
and A Midsummer Nighfs Dream would have been intelligible. 
Meanwhile, in making any estimate of the merits of Euripides, 
it would be unfair to omit mention of the enthusiasm felt for 
him by contemporaries and posterity. Mr. Browning, in the 
beautiful monument which he has erected to the fame of 
Euripides, has chosen for poetical treatment the well-known 
story of Athenians rescued from captivity by recitation of the 
verses of their poet There is no reason to doubt a story which 
attests so strongly to the acceptation in which Euripides was 
held at large among the Greeks. Socrates, again, visited the 
theatre on the occasion of any representation of his favourite's 
plays. By the new comedians, Menander and Philemon, 
Euripides was regarded as a divine miracle. Tragedy and 
comedy, so dissimilar in their origins, had approximated to a 
coalition ; tragedy losing its religious dignity, comedy quitting 
its obscene though splendid personalities; both meeting on 
the common ground of daily life. In the decadence of Greece 
it was hot iEschylus and Aristophanes, but Euripides and 
Menander, who were learned and read and quoted. The 
colossal theosophemes of iEschylus called for profound reflec- 
tion ; the Titanic jokes of Aristophanes taxed the imagination 
to its utmost stretch. But Euripides "the human, with his 
droppmgs of warm tears," gently touched and soothed the 
heart. Menander with his facile wisdom flattered the intellect 
of worldly men. The sentences of both were quotable at large 
and fit for all occasions. They were not too great, too lofty 
too resplendent for the paths of common life. We have lost 
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Menander, alas ! but we still possess Euripides. It seems a 
strange neglect of good gifts to shut our ears to his pathetic 
melodies and ringing eloquence — because, forsooth, -^schylus 
and Sophocles had the advantage of preceding him, and were 
superior artists in the bloom and heyday of the young world's 
prime. 
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CHAPTER VIII. 
ARISTOPHANES. 

Heine's critique on Aristophanes. — Aristophanes as a poet of the fancy. ^- 
The nature of his comic grossness.— Greek Comedy in its relation to 
the worship of Dionysus. — Greek acceptance of the animal conditions 
of humanity. — His Burlesque, Parody, Southern sense of fun.— 
Aristophanes and Menander— His greatness as a Poet. — Glimpses of 
pathos. — His Conservatism and serious aim. — Socrates, Agathon, 
Euripides. — German critics of Aristophanes. — Ancient and Modem 
Comedy. — The Birds, — The Clouds, — Greek youth and education. — 
The Allegories of Aristophanes. — The T/iesmophariazttsa — Aristo- 
phanes and Plato. 

"A DEEP* idea of world-destruction (Wdtvemichtungsidee) lies 
at the root of every Aristophanic comedy, and, like a fantas- 
tically ironical magic tree, springs up in it with blooming oma- 
ment of thoughts, with singing nightingales, and climbing, 
chattering apes." This is a sentence translated from the German 
of Heinrich Heine, who, of all poets, was the one best fitted 
to appreciate the depth of Aristophanes, to pierce beneath his 
smiling comic mask, stnd to read the underlying Weltver- 
nichtungsidee with what he calls its " jubilee of death and fire- 
works of annihilation.'' Perhaps, as is common with German 
writers of imagination, Heine pushes his point too far, and 
insists with too much force upon the "jubilee of death," " the 

* It is almost impossible to translate this word, which will frequently 
recur in the essay, and which seems to depend for its force upon the con- 
ception of the satiric spirit, as that which "stets vemichtet," the Mephis- 
tophilistic ** Temeinender Geist." 
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fireworks of annihilation." The strong wine of his own paradox 
intoxicates his judgment, and his taste is somewhat perverted 
by the Northern tendency to brood upon the more fantastic 
aspects of his subject. It is not so much Aristophanes himself 
whom Heine sees, as Aristophanes reflected in the magic 
mirror of his own melancholy and ironical fancy. Yet, after 
making these deductions, the criticism I have quoted seems 
to me to be the proper preface to all serious study of the greatest 
comic poet of the world. It strikes the true keynote, and tunes 
our apprehension to the right pitch ; for, in approaching Aris- 
tophanes, we must divest our minds of all the ordinary canons 
and definitions of comedy : we must forget what we have 
learned from Plautus and Terence, from Moli^re and Jonson. 
No modem poet, except perhaps Shakspere and Calderon in 
parts, will help us to understand him. We must not expect to 
find the gist of Aristophanes in vivid portraits of character, in 
situations borrowed from every-day life, in witty dialogues, in 
carefully constructed plots arriving at felicitous conclusions. 
All these elements, indeed, he has ; but these are not the main 
points of his art His plays are not comedies in the sense in 
which we use the word, but scenic allegories. Titanic farces in 
which the whole creation is turned upside down; transcendental 
travesties, enormous oi^es of wild fancy and unbridled imagi- 
nation, Dionysiac dances in which tears are mingled with 
laughter, and fire with wine ; Choruses that, underneath their 
oceanic merriment of leaping waves, hide silent deeps of 
itirred thought. If Coleridge was justified in claiming the 
rman word Lustspkl for the so-called comediies of Shak- 
re, we have a far greater right to appropriate this wide and 
gnant title to the plays of Aristophanes. The brazen mask 
ich crowns his theatre smiles indeed broadly, serenely, as if 
mirth embraced the universe; but its hollow eye-sockets 
gest infinite possibilities of profoundest irony. Buffoonery 
ried to the point of paradox, wisdom disguised as insanity, 
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and gaiety concealing the whole sum of human disappoint- 
ment, sorrow, and disgust, seem ready to escape from its open 
but rigid lips, which are moulded to a proud perpetual laughter. 
It is a laughter which spares neither God nor man — ^which 
climbs Olympus only to drag down the Immortals to its scorn, 
and trails the pall of august humanity in the mire ; but which, 
amid its mockery and blasphemy, seems everlastingly asserting, 
as by paradox, that reverence of the soul which bends our knees 
to Heaven and makes iis respect our brothers. There is 
nothing sinister or even serious in Aristophanes. He did not 
write in the sarcastic, cynical old age of his nation or his era. 
He is rather the voice of its superabundant youthfulness : his 
genius is like a young man, sporting in his scorn of danger, 
with the thought of death ; like Achilles, in the sublimity of 
his beauty, mimicking the gestures of Thersites. Nor, again, 
are his thoughts shaded down, concealed, wrapped up in 
symbols. On the contrary, the very " Weltvemichtungsidee " 
of which Heine speaks, leaps forth and spreads its wings 
beneath the full blaze of Athenian noon-day, showing a glorious 
face, as of sculptured marble, and a comely person unashamed. 
It is not the morbid manifestations of sour secretions and 
unnatural juices, but the healthy product of keen vitality and 
perfecdy harmonious functions. Into the clear light his para- 
doxes, and his irony, and his unblushing satire spring like song- 
birds rejoicing in their flight. 

Then, again, how miraculously beautiful are " the blooming 
ornament of thoughts,'* " the nightingales and climbing apes," 
of which we spoke ! No poet — not even Shelley — has exceeded 
the choruses of the Birds and Clouds in swiftness, radiance, and 
condensed imagination. Shakspere alone, in his Midsummer 
N^hfs Dream, and the Tempest; or Calderon, in some of 
his allegorical dramas, carries us away into the same enchanted 
land, where the air is purer and the skies are larger than in our 
world ; where the stars are close above our heads, and where 
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the flowers harbour visible spirits — elfs and Ariels clinging to 
the branches, and dazzling fireflies tangled in the meadow- 
grass beneath our feet. Nor is it only by this unearthly 
splendour of visionary loveliness that Aristophanes attracts us. 
Beauty of a more mundane and sensual sort is his. Multitudes 
of brilliant ever-changing figures fill the scene ; and here and 
there we find a landscape or a piece of music and moonlight 
glowing with the presence of the vintage god. Bacchic proces- 
sions of young men and maidens move before us, tossing 
inspired heads wreathed with jasmine flowers and wet with 
wme. The Mystae in the meadows of Elysium dance their 
rounds with the clash of cymbals and with madly twinkUng 
snow-white feet. W^e catch glimpses at intervals of Athenian 
banquets, of midnight serenades, of the palaestra with its crowd 
of athletes, of the Panathenaic festival as Pheidias carved it, 
of all the busy rhythmic coloured life of Greece. 

The difficulty of treating Aristophanes in an essay is twofold. 
There are first of all those obstacles which every writer on so 
old a subject has to meet. Aristophanes, like all Greek poets, 
has been subjected to prolonged and most minute criticism. 
He has formed a part of classical education for centuries, and 
certain views about his poetry, substantially correct, have be- 
come a fixed element in our literary consciousness. Thus every 
fresh writer on the old Comedy of Athens must take a good 
deal of knowledge for granted in his readers — ^but what and 
how much he hardly knows. He may expect them to be 
acquainted with the details fiimished by scholars like Donald- 
son about the times at which comedies were exhibited, the 
manner of their presentation on the stage, and the change firom 
the old to the middle and new periods. He may suppose that 
they will know that Aristophanes stood in the same relation 
to Cratinus as Sophocles to ^Eschylus ; that the Clouds had 
not so much to do with the condemnation of Socrates as some 
of the later Greek gossips attempted to make out ; that Aristo- 
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phanes was Conservative in politics, philosophy, and literature, 
vehemently opposing the demagogues, the sophists, and Euri- 
pides. Again, he may, or rather he must, avoid the groimd 
which has been so well trodden by Schlegel, Miiller, and 
Mitchell, in their familiar criticisms of Aristophanes : and he 
may content himself with a passing allusion to Grote's dis- 
cussion of the Clouds, But though, from this point of view, 
Aristophanes is almost stale from having been so much written 
about and talked about and alluded to — though in fact there 
is a primd facie obligation imposed on every one who makes 
his plays the subject of fresh criticism to pretend at least to 
some originality of view or statement — still Aristophanes has 
never yet been fairly dealt with or submitted to really dispas- 
sionate consideration. Thus he shares in common with all 
poets of antiquity the disabilities of being hackneyed, while he 
has the peculiar and private disability of never having been 
really appreciated at his worth except by a few scholars and 
enthusiastic poets. The reason for this want of intelligence in 
the case of iMstophanes is not hard to seek. First of all, his 
plays are very difficult. Their allusions require much learned 
illustration. Their vocabulary is copious and rare. So that 
none but accomplished Grecians or devoted students of litera- 
ture can hope to read him with much pleasure to themselves. 
In a translation his special excellence is almost unrecognizable. 
Next — and this is the real reason why Aristophanes has been 
unfairly dealt with, as well as the source of the second class of 
difficulties which meet his interpreters — it is hard for the 
modem Christian world to tolerate his freedom of speech and 
coarseness. Of all the Greeks, essentially a nude nation, he is 
the most naked — the most audacious in his revelation of all 
that human nature is supposed to seek to hide. The repug- 
nance felt for his ironical insouciance and for his profoimd 
indelicacy has prevented us from properly valuing his poetry. 
Critics begin their panegyrics of him with apologies ; they lift 
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their skirts and tread delicately, passing over his broadest 
humour sicco pede^ picking their way among his heterogeneous 
images, winking and blinking, hesitating and condoning, 
omitting a passage here, attempting to soften an allusion there, 
until the real Aristophanes has almost disappeared. Yet there 
is no doubt that this way of dealing with our poet will not do. 
The time has come at which any writer on Greek literature, if 
not content to pass by Aristophanes in silence, must view him 
as he is, and casting aside for a moment at least the veil of 
modern propriety, must be prepared to admit that this'great 
comic genius was " far too naked to be shamed." 

So important is this point in the whole of its bearing upon 
Aristophanes, that I may perhaps be allowed to explain the 
peculiar position which he occupies, and, without seeking to 
offer any exculpation for what offends us in the moral sensi- 
bilities of the Greeks, to show how such a product as the 
Comedy of Aristophanes took root and grew in Athens. His 
plays, I have aheady said, are not comedies in the modem 
sense, but Lustspiele — fantastic entertainments, debauches of 
the reason and imagination. The poet, when he composed 
them, knew that he was writing for an audience of Greeks, 
inebriated with the worship of the vintage god, ivy-crowned, 
and thrilling to the sound of orgiastic flutes. Therefore, we 
who read him in the cool shades of modem Protestantism, excited 
by no Dionysiac rites, forced to mine and quarry at hb jests 
with grammar, lexicon, and commentary, unable, except by the 
exercise of the historical imagination, to conceive of a whole 
nation agreeing to honour its god by frantic license, must 
endeavour to check our natural indignation, and by.no means to 
expect from Aristophanes such views of life as are consistent 
with our sober mood. We cannot, indeed, exactly apply to the 
case of Aristophanes those clever sophistries by which Charles 
Lamb defended the comic poets of our Restoration, when he 
said that they had created an unreal world, and that, allowing 
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for their fictitious circumstances, the perverse morality of their 
plays was not only pardonable but even necessary. Yet it is 
true that his audacious immodesty forms a part of that Weltver- 
nichtungsidee, of that total upturn and Titanic revolution in 
the imiverse, which he affects ; and so far we may plead in his 
defence, and in the defence of the Athenian spectators, that 
his comedies were consciously exaggerated in their coarseness, 
and that beyond the limits of the Dionysiac festival their jokes 
would not have been tolerated. To use a metaphor, his plays 
were offered as a sacrifice upon the thymel^ or orchestral altar 
of that Bacchus who was sire by Aphrodite of Priapus : this 
potent deity protected them ; and the poet, as his true and 
loyal priest, was bound, in return for such protection, to repre- 
sent the universe at large as conquered by the madness of 
intoxication, beauty, and desire. Thus the Aristophanic 
comedies are in one sense a radiant and pompous show, by 
which the genius of the Greek race chose, as it were in 
bravado, to celebrate an apotheosis of the animal fimctions ot 
humanity ; and firom this point of view we may fairly accept 
them as visions, Dionysiac day-dreams, from which the nation 
woke and rose and went about its business soberly, until the 
Bacchic flutes were heard again another year. 

On the religious origin of Greek Comedy some words may 
perhaps be reckoned not out of place in this connection. It 
has firequently been pointed out to what a great extent the 
character of the Aristophanic Comedy was determined by its 
sacred nature, and by the peculiar condition of ^emi-religious 
license which prevailed at Athens during the celebration of 
the festival of Bacchus. We know that much is tolerated in a 
Roman or Venetian carnival which would not be condoned at 
other seasons of the year. Yet the Italian carnival, in its 
palmiest days, must have offered but a very poor and fiigid 
picture of what took place in Athens at the Dionysia, jior was 
the expression of the crudest sensuality ever thought agreeable 
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to any modem saint That the Greeks most innocently and 
simply wished to prove their piety by these excesses is quite 
clear. Aristophanes himself, in the Achamians, gives us an 
example of the primitive Phallic Hymn, which formed the 
nucleus of Comedy in its rudest stage. The refrain of ^X^, 
Iraipt Baicx<ov, ^vyKtafie, .yvKrepowXayrirey fioixi, sufficiently indi- 
cates its nature. Again, the Choruses of the Mystae in the 
Frc^s furnish a still more brilliant example of the intermingle- 
ment of debauchery with a spirit of true piety, of sensual 
pleasure with pure-souled participation in divine bliss. Their 
hymns to lacchus and Demeter alternate between the holiest 
strains of praise and the most scurrilous satire. At one time 
they chant the delights of the meadows blooming with the rose 7 
at another they raise cries of jubilant intoxication and fierce 
frenzy. In the same breath with the utterance of sensual 
passion, they warn all profane persons and impure livers to 
avoid their rites, and boast that for them alone the light of 
heaven is gladsome, who have forsworn impiety and preserved 
the justice due to firiends and strangers. We must imagine 
that this Phallic ecstasy, if we may so name it, had become, 
as it were, organized and reduced to system in the Aristophanic 
Lustspiel. It permeates and gives a flavour to the comic style 
long after it has been absorbed and superseded by the 
weightier interests of developed art This ecstasy implied a 
profound sympathy with nature in her large and perpetual 
reproductiveness, a mysterious sense of the sexuality which 
pulses in all members of the imiverse and reaches conscious- 
ness in man. It encouraged a momentary subordination of 
the will and intellect and nobler feelings to the animal 
propensities, prompting the same race which had produced the 
sculptures of the Parthenon, the tragedies of ^schylus, the 
deeds of Pericles and Leonidas, the self-control of Socrates, the 
thought of Plato, to throw aside its royal mantle of supreme 
humanity, and to proclaim in a gigantic work of art the 
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irreconcilable incongruity which exists between the physical 
nature and the spirit of the man, when either side of the 
antithesis is isolated for exclusive contemplation. We need 
not here point out how far removed was the Phallic ecstasy 
from any prurient delight in licentious details, or from the 
scientific analysis of passions. Nor, on the other hand, need 
we indicate the vein of a similar extravagant enthusiasm in 
Oriental poetry. It is enough to remember that it existed latent 
in all the comic dramas of the earlier period, throbbing through 
them as the slve de lajeuntsse palpitates in youthful limbs and 
adds a glow and glory to the inconsiderate or unseemly actsof an 
Alcibiades or Antony. Christianity, by introducing a new con-' 
ception of the physical relations of humanity, by regarding the 
body as the temple of the spirit, utterly rejected and repudiated 
this delirium of the senses, this voluntary acceptance of merely 
animal conditions. Christianity taught mankind, what the 
Greeks had never learned, that it is our highest duty to be at 
discord with the universe upon this point Man, whose subtle 
nature might be compared to a many-stringed instrument, is 
bidden to restrain the resonance of those chords which do 
not thrill in unison with purely spiritual and celestial har- 
monies. Hence the theories of celibacy and asceticism, and 
of the sinfulness of carnal pleasure, which are wholly alien to 
-Greek moral and religious notions. Never since the dge of 
Athenian splendour has a rational and highly civilized nation 
dared to express by any solemn act its sense of union with 
merely physical nature. Aristophanes is therefore the poet of 
a past age, the '^ hierophant of a now imapprehended mystery," 
the unique remaining example of an almost unlimited genius 
set apart and consecrated to a cultus which subsequent civiliza- 
tion has determined to annihilate. The only age which offers 
anything like a parallel to the Athenian era of Aristophanes is 
that of the Italian Renaissance. In the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, at Venice, Florence, and Rome, it seemed as if the 
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Phallic ecstasy might possibly revive, as if the animal nature of 
man might again be deified, in sentiment at least, and as if the 
highest arts might stoop once more to interpret and to con- 
secrate the poetry of the senses. But the conscience of the 
world was changed ; and this could no longer be. The image 
of Christ crowned with thorns had passed across the centuries ; 
hopes undreamed of by the Greeks had aroused a new spirit in 
the soul of man, and had forced him, in spite of inclination, to 
lift his eyes from earth to heaven. Over the joys of the flesh, 
which were connected with a future doom of pain unending 
and disgrace, was shed a hue of gloom and horror. Conception 
was looked upon as sin : birth as disaster. It was even 
doubted whether for any but for virgins, except by some special 
privilege of election, salvation could be hoped. Therefore, 
while the Greeks had been innocent in their serene xmcon- 
sciousness of sin or shame, the extravagances of the Renais- 
sance were guilty, turbid, and morbid, because they were 
committed defiantly, in open rerpobacy, in scorn of the 
acknowleged law. What was at worst bestial in the Greeks 
has become devilish in the Renaissance. How different from 
a true Greek is Benvenuto Cellini : how unlike the monsters 
even of Greek mythic story is Francesco Cenci : how far more 
awful in his criminality is the Borgia than any despot of Greek 
colony or island! I have been somewhat led astray from 
the point in view, which was to prove that the comedies of 
Aristophanes embody a peculiar and temporary, though recur- 
ring and recognized, phase of Greek feeling — ^that they owe 
their license in a great measure to their religious origin, and to 
the enthusiasm of the Bacchic ecstasy. 

But what has just been said about the difference between 
Athenian Greece and the Italian Renaissance, will show that 
Aristophanes has a still more solid ground of defence in the 
fact that he was thoroughly in harmony with the moral sense 
t)f his age and nation, and that the Bacchic license was only an 
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exaggeration of more ordinary habits both of thought and 
action. It must be acknowledged that the Greeks were devoid 
of what we call shame and delicacy in respect of their bodies. 
It was only in the extreme old age of the Greek race, and under 
the dominion of Oriental mysticism, that the Alexandrian 
Plotinus was heard to exclaim that he blushed because he had 
a body. The true Greeks, on the contrary, were proud of the 
body, loved to display their physical perfections, felt no shame 
of any phjrsical needs, were not degraded by the exercise of 
any animal function, nay poetized the pleasures of the flesh. 
Simonides, in his lines on Happiness, prays first for health, 
and next for beauty; and a thousand passages might be 
quoted to prove how naturally and sincerely the Greeks 
reckoned physical beauty among the chief goods of life, and 
how freely they exhibited it in all its splendour. As a slight 
indication of tha popular feeling we might quote the reproof 
for eflfeminacy which Aristophanes utters against the young 
men who thought it necessary to appear clothed at the Pan- 
athenaic festival, from which it is clear that the Greek con- 
science connected nudity with purity. The immense value 
attached to physical beauty is evident even from their military 
history — from the record, for instance, of Callicrates among 
the heroes of Platsea simply because he was the fairest of the 
Greeks who fought 'that day. Again, Herodotus tells of one 
Philippus, who joined in the expedition of Dorieus against Eryx, 
and who being slain and stripped by the people of Segeste, 
was taken up by his foes and nobly buried, and thereafter wor- 
shipped as a hero on account of his exceeding beauty. The 
influence which the sight of beauty exercised over the gravest 
of the Greeks is proved by the story of Phryne before the Areo- 
pagus, and by what Plato tells of Socrates at the beginning of 
the Charmidcs, How it could electrify a nation assembled in 
the theatre, is showji by Plutarch's story of the slave whom 
Nicias set free for winning the applause of all Athens when 
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acting Dionysus, and by Xenophon's tale'about another Dorieus 
whom the Athenians, though he was their deadly foe, released 
ransoraless and scatheless, after he had been captured and 
sent to Attica, because he was a very goodly man. Nor was it 
the sense of beauty only, or the open exhibition of the person, 
which marked the Greeks. Besides this, and perhaps flowing 
from it, we find in them an extraordinary callousness with regard 
to many things which we think shocking and degrading in the last 
degree. The mere fact that Alcibiades, while a minister of 
the Athenian people, could have told the tales of his youth, 
recorded in Plato's Banquet, or that grave men could have 
contended without reserve for the favour of distinguished cour- 
tesans, proves that the Athenian public was ready to accept 
whatever Aristophanes might set before them — ^not to take his 
jokes scornfully, as a Roman patron trifled with the inuendoes 
of his Gracidus esurims^ but while enjoying. them, to respect 
their author. 

Nor is Aristophanes without another solid ground of defence, 
on the score of sincerity and healthiness. In his immodesty 
there is nothing morbid, though it is expressed more crudely 
thaa suits the moral dignity of man. Aristophanes is never 
prurient, never in bad taste or vulgar. He has none of the 
obscenity which revolts us in Swift, who uses filth in order to 
degrade and violate our feelings; none of the nastiness of 
Moli^re or Pope, whose courtiy and polished treatment of dis- 
gusting subjects is a disgrace to literature; none of the coarse- 
ness of Ben Jonson ; none of the far more indecent inuendo 
which contaminates the writings of humorists like Sterne and 
satirists like Voltaire, who seem always trying, childishly or 
apishly, to tamper with forbidden things. Aristophanes accepts 
licentiousness as a fact which needs no apology : he does not, 
as the modems do, mingle it with sentiment or indulge in it 
on the sly. He has no poliisonnerie : the* vice ^rillard of the . 
- French (from whom we are obliged to borrow these phrases) is 
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unknown to him. His license is large, serene, sane, statuesque, 
self-approved. His sensuality is nonchalant and natural — so 
utterly devoid of shame, so thoroughly at home and well con- 
tented with itself, that it has no perturbation, no defiance, no 
m3rstenous attractiveness. Besides he is ironical : his aireil/ctfX}?- 
fccVoc and ehpvirpioKroi promenade in noonday, and get laughed 
at, instead of being stoned and hooted down. About the au- 
dacious scene between Kinesias and Murrhin^, in the Zysis- 
trata, there is no Aretine hircosity. It is merely comic — a 
farcical incident, selected, not for the rankness of its details, but 
for its dramatic capabilities. The same may be said about the 
termination of the Thesmophoriazusa and the scene in the 
Ecdesiazusa, which so vividly illustrates the working of one law 
in the new commonwealth. So innocent in his unconsciousness 
is Aristophanes, that he rarely condescends even to satirize the 
sensual vices. The lines about Ariphrades in the Knights^ how- 
ever, are an instance of his having done this with more than the 
pungency of Martial ; and it must be admitted that his pictures 
of the drunkenness and incontinence of the Athenian women 
have something Swiftish in their sarcasm. If we are to seek for 
an approximation to Aristophanic humour, we shall find it per- 
haps in Rabelais. Rabelais exhibits a similar disregard for 
decency, combining the same depth of purpose and largeness of 
insight with the same coarse fun. But in Aristophanes there is 
nothing quite grotesque and homely, whereas Rabelais is full of 
these qualities. Even the opening of the Feacey fantastic as it 
is in its absurdity, does not touch the note of grossness peculiar 
to French Pantagruelism. Aristophanes is always Greek, while 
Rabelais inherits the mediaeval spirit. In reading Aristophanes 
we seem to have the serene skies of Attica above our heads ; 
the columns of the Propylaea and the Parthenon look down on 
us ; noble shapes of youths and maidens are crowding sacred 
marble steps ; below, upon the mirror of the sea, shine Salamis 
and i£gina ; and far off, in hazy distance, rise Peloponne- 
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sian hills. With these pictxires of the fancy his comedy har- 
monizes. But Rabelais carries us away to Gothic courts and 
monkish libraries : we fill his margin with etchings in the style 
of Gustave Dord What has been said of Rabelais applies with 
even greater force to Hogarth, whose absolute sincerity is as 
great as that of Aristophanes, but who is never light and care- 
less. His coarseness is the product of a coarse nature, of coarse 
manners, of a period of national coarseness. We tolerate it 
because of the moral earnestness beneath : the artist is striving 
diligently to teach us by warning us of vice. This is hardly 
ever the case with Aristophanes. When he is coarse, we par- 
don him for very dififerent reasons. In his wilful degradation of 
humanity to the level of animals we recognize a portion of the 
Weltvemichtungsidee. In the intellectual arrogance of the 
Athenian prime a poet could afford thus to turn the world up- 
side down. But those who cannot subscribe to the following 
dictum of Taine, which is very applicable to Aristophanes, — 
"Elev^es ^ cette ^normit^ et savouries avec cette insou- 
ciance, les fonctions corporelles deviennent po^tiques" — those 
who 

<< Wink and shut their apprehension up 
From common sense of what men were and are. 
Who would not know what men must be " — 

will need to " hurry amain'' from the masque of moral anarchy 
which the great comedian displays. With these remarks I 
may finally dismiss what has to be said about the chief disability 
under which Aristophanes labours as a poet 

For the enjo)anent of Aristophanic fim a sort of southern 
childishness and swiftness of gleeful apprehension is required. 
It does not shine so much in its pure wit as in its overflowing 
humour and in the inexhaustible fertility of ludicrous devices by 
which laughter is excited. The ascent of Trugaios to heaven 
upon the dung-beetle's back, and the hauling of Peace from her 
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well in the EiretUy or the wine-skin dressed up like a baby in 
the Tlusmophoriazusct^ may be mentioned as instances of this 
broad but somewhat peculiar drollery. Burlesquing the gods 
was always a capital resource of the comic poets ; if we in the 
nineteenth century can find any amusement whatever in Byron's 
or Bumand's travesties of Olympus, how exquisitely absurd to 
an Athenian mob must have been the figures of Prometheus 
under an umbrella, Heracles the glutton, Hermes and .^Eacus 
the household slaves, Bacchus the young fop, and Iris the 
soubrette. The puns of Aristophanes for the most part are 
very bad, but the parodies are excellent Then the surprises 
{ra^h wpo<r^oiciay)f both of language and of incident, with 
which his comedies abound, the broad and genial caricatures 
which are so largely traced and carried out in detail with such 
force, the brilliant descriptions of familiar things seen fix>m odd 
or unexpected points of view, and lastly the enormous quantity, 
of mirth-producing matter which the poet squanders with the 
prodigality of conscious omnipotence, all contribute to heighten 
the comic effect of Aristophanes. Perhaps the most intelli- 
gible piece of fun, in the modem sense of the word, is the last 
scene^of the Tlusmophoriazusa^ which owes its effect to parody 
and caricature more than to allusions which are hard to seize. 
A great deal of the fun of Aristophanes must have depended 
upon local and personal peculiarities which we cannot under- 
stand : the constant references to the effeminate Cleisthenes, 
the skin-flint Pauson, miserly Patrocles, cowardly Cleonymus, 
Execestides the alien, Agyrrhius the upstart, make us yawn 
because we cannot catch the exact point of the jests against 
them. Indeed, as Schlegel has said, ** we may boldly aflirm that, 
notwithstanding all the explanations which have come down 
to us — notwithstanding the accumulation of learning which 
has been spent upon it, one half of the wit of Aristophanes is 
altogether lost to the modems." 

Having dismissed these preliminary considerations, we may 
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, now ask what has caused the comedy of Aristophanes to triumph 
over the obstacles to its acceptance. Why have his plays been 
transmitted to posterity when those of Eupolis and Cratinus 
have perished, and when scarcely a line of the eight hundred 
comedies of the middle period read by Athenaeus has survived 
destruction ? No one has asked of Aristophanes the question 
which the Alexandrian critic put to Menander : " Oh, nature 
and Menander, which of you copied the other ? " Yet Menander 
is scarcely more to us than a name, or at best an echo sounding 
somewhat faintly from the Roman theatre, while Aristophanes 
survives among the most highly cherished monuments of anti- 
quity. The answer to this question is, no doubt, that Aris- 
tophanes was more worth preservation than his predecessors or 
successors. It is wiser to have confidence in the ultimate good 
taste and conservative instinct of humanity, than to accept 
Bacon's halt-ironical, half-irritable saying, that the stream of time 
lets every solid substance sink, and carries down the froth and 
scum upon its surface. As far, at least, as it is possible to 
form a judgment, we may be pretty certain that in the province 
of the highest art and of the deepest thought we possess the 
greater portion of those works which the ancients themselves 
prized highly ; indeed, we may conjecture that had the great 
libraries of Alexandria and Byzantium been transmitted to us 
entire, the pure metal would not greatly have exceeded in bulk 
what we now possess, but would have been buried beneath 
masses of dross from which centuries would have scarcely 
sufficed to disengage it. Aristophanes was preserved in his 
integrity, we need not doubt, because he shone forth as 2. poet 
transcendent for his splendour even among the most brilUant 
of Attic playwrights. Cratinus may have equalled or surpassed 
him in keen satire : Eupolis may have rivalled him in exquisite 
artistic structure ; but Aristophanes must have eclipsed them, 
not merely by uniting their qualities successfully, but also by 
the exhibition of 5ome diviner faculty, some higher spiritual 
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afflatus. If we analyze his art, we find that he combines the 
breadth of humour, which I have already sought to charac- 
terize, with the utmost versatility and force of intellect, with 
the power of grasping his subjects undfer all their bearings, with 
extraordinary depth of masculine good sense, with inexhaust- 
ible argumentative resources, and with a marvellous hold on 
personalities. Yet all these qualities, essential to a comic poet 
who pretended also to be the public censor of politics and 
morals, would not have sufficed to immortalize him had he not 
been essentially a poet — a poet in what we are apt to call the 
modem sense of the word — a poet, that is to say, endowed 
with original intuitions into nature, and with the faculty of 
presenting to our minds the most varied thoughts and feelings 
in language uniformly beautiful, as the creatures of an exube- 
rant and self-swayed fancy. Aristophanes is a poet as Shelley, 
or Ariosto, or Shakspere is a poet, far more than as Sophocles, 
or Pindar, or Lucretius is a poet. In spite of his profound art, 
we seem to hear him uttering " his native wood notes wild.*' 
The subordination of the fancy to the fixed aims of the 
reason, which characterizes classical poetry, is not at first 
sight striking in Aristophanes ; but he splendidly exhibits the 
wealth, luxuriance, variety, and subtlety of the fancy working 
with the reason, and sometimes superseding it, which we 
recognize in the greatest modem poets. If we seek to define 
the peculiar qualities of his poetic power, we are led to results 
not easily expressed, because all general critical conclusions 
are barren and devoid of force when worded, but which 
may perhaps be stated and accepted as the text for future 
illustration. 

The poetry of Aristophanes is always swift and splendid. 
We watch its brilliant course as we might watch the flight of a 
strong rapid bird, whose plumage glitters by moments in the 
light of the sun ; for, to insist upon the metaphor, the dazzling 
radiance of his fancy only shines at intervals, capriciously, with 
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fitful flashes, coruscating suddenly and dying out again. It is 
as if the neck alone and a portion of the feathers of the soaring 
bird were flecked with gold and crimson grain, so that a 
turn of the body or a fluttering of the pinions is enough to 
bring the partial splendour into light or cast it into shadow. 
Aristophanes passes by abrupt transitions from the coarsest 
or most simply witty dialogue to passages of pure and plaintive 
song ; he quits his fiercest satire for refireshing strains of lark- 
like heaven-aspiring melody. These again he interrupts with 
sudden ruthlessness, breaking the melody in the middle of a 
bar, and dropping the imfinished stanza. He seems shy of 
giving his poetic impulse free rein, and prefers to tantalize* us 
with imperfect specimens of what he might achieve ; so that 
his splendour is like that of northern streamers in its lambency, 
though swift and piercing as forked lightnings in its intensity. 
Even his most impassioned and sustained flights of imagination 
are broken by digressions into satire, fantastic merriment, or 
parody, by which the more dull-witted Athenians must have 
been sorely puzzled in their inability to decide on the serious 
or playful purpose of the poet. Perhaps the most splendid 
passages of true poetry in Aristophanes are the Choruses of the 
initiated in the Frogs, the Chorus of the Clouds before they 
appear upon the stage, the mvitation to the nightingale, and 
the parabasis of the Birds, the speech of Dikaios Logos in the 
Clouds, some of the praises of rustic life in the FeacCy the sere- 
nade (notwithstanding its coarse satire) in the EccUsiazusa, and 
the songs of Spartan and Athenian maidens in the Lysistrata, 
The charm of these marvellous lyrical episodes consists of their 
perfect simplicity and fi-eedom. They seem to be poured forth 

* As a minor instance of these sudden transitions from the touching to 
the absurd, take Charon*s speech {Frogs^ 185) : — 

TiQ tic &vairav\ac U icairwv Kai rrpayfiaTiitv ; 

rig tig rb \riOfig irtoiov, fj 'c iiyov ir6icac, 

ri *g KtpPfpiovg, ^ *c K6paKac, ^ V« Talvapov ; 
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as ^'profuse strains of unpremeditated art" from the fulness of 
the poef s soul. Their language is elastic, changeful, finely- 
tempered, fitting the delicate thought like a veil of woven air. 
It has no Pindaric involution, no ^schylean pompousness, no 
studied Sophoclean subtlety, no Eiuipidean concetti. It is 
always bright and Attic, sparkling like the many-twinkling 
laughter of the breezy sea, or like the light of morning upon 
rain-washed olive-branches. But this poetry is never very deep 
or passionate. It cannot stir us with the intensity of Sappho, 
with the fire and madness of the highest inspiration. Indeed, 
the conditions of comedy precluded Aristophanes, even had he 
desired it, which we have no reason to suspect, firom attempting- 
the more august movements of lyric poetry. The peculiar 
glories of his style are its untutored beauties, the improvised 
perfection and unerring exactitude of. natural expression, for 
which it is unparalleled by that of any other Greek poet In her 
most delightful moments the muse of Aristophanes suggests an 
almost plaintive pathos, as if behind the comic mask there were 
a thinking, feeling human soul, as if the very uproar of the 
Bacchic merriment implied some afterthought of sadness. 

A detailed examination of the structure of the comedies 
would be the best illustration of these remarks. At present it 
will be enough to bring forward two examples of the tender 
melodies which may at times be overheard in pauses of the 
wild Aristophanic symphony. The first of these is the well- 
known Welcome to the Nightingale, sung by the Chorus before 
their Parabasis : — 

fiXraToy ^pvicuv, 
iravTiav ^vvvofit t&v ifidv 

t)\9t£, ^X0«c, wf07ii, 
iiSvv ^96yyov Ifioi ^ipova ; 
iW <tf KaWtfiSap Kpixovn* 
aifXbv ^9iyfia<rtv ipivoXc, 
dpxov T&v dvawal*rTiitv. 



Digitized by 



Google 



252 THE GREEK POETS. 

With what a fluent caressing fulness one word succeeds another 
here ! How each expresses love and joy ! Remember, too, 
that all the birds are singing together, and that the wild throat 
of their playfellow, the nightingale, is ready to return the 
welcome with its throbbing song of Ma}time and young 
summer. Take another poetic touch, brief and unobtrusive, 
yet painting a perfect picture with few strokes, and transfus- 
ing it with the spirit of the scene imagined : — 

ijy irapil)^ avrjj voQ* rjfiiVy 
T&v Tt iraXaffiwv Icciviuv, 

T&V Ti ffVKtaVf TWV Tt flVpTi^V, 

Trie Tpvyo^ Tt Trie yXvwtttf, 

T^C IntvtaQ Tt Ttje irpbc r^ ^plari, 

T&y Tt iKa&v, &v voQovfiiv — 

" The violet-bed beside the well, and the olives which we long 
to see again." Trug^os is reminding his fellow-villagers of the 
pleasures of peace and of their country life. Those who from 
their recollection of southern scenery can summon up the 
picture, who know how cool and shady are those wells, mirror- 
ing maiden-hair in their blatk depth ; how fragrant and dewy 
' e beds of tangled violets, how dreamy are the olive-trees, 
mistlike, robed with light, will understand the peculiar 
of these lines. 

: we must not dwell too much upon the glimpses of 
dc poetry in Aristophanes, which after all are but few and 
tween, mere swallow-flights of song, when compared with 
rious business of his art. It is well kno\\Ti that the old 
ly of the Athenians performed the function of a public 
rship. Starting from the primitive comic song, in which 
J Fescennine license of what we now call " chaffing " was 
jd, and tempering its rustic jocularity with the caustic 
less of Archilochian satire, comedy became an instrument 
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for holding up to public ridicule all things of general interest 
Persons and institutions, nay, the gods themselves, are freely 
laughed at Bacchus seems to have enjoyed the jokes even 
when directed against himself : mai b Oeo^ *i<rtaQ x^^9^^ ^cXdyeXi^ c 
TiQ &v are the words of Lucian. So no one else had a, right to 
resent the poet's merriment when the presiding god of the 
festival approved of sarcasms against his deity, and trod his 
own stage as .a cowardly eflfeminate young profligate. This 
being the more serious aim of comedy, it followed that 
Aristophanes always had some satiric, and in so far didactic 
purpose, underlying his extravagant caricatures. What that 
purpose was, is too well known to need more than passing 
mention. From his earliest appearance under the name of 
Callistratus, to the last of his victories, Aristophanes maintained 
his character as an Athenian Conservative. He came forward 
uniformly as a panegyrist of the old policy of Athens, and a 
vehement antagonist of the new direction taken by his nation 
subsequently to the Persian war. This one theme he varied, 
according to circumstances and convenience. In the first of 
his plays — the Daitalds^ he attacked the profligacy and 
immodesty of the rising generation, who neglected their 
Homer for the lessons of the Sophists, and engaged in legal 
quarrels. The Achamians^ the Peace, and the Lysisirata are 
devoted to impressing on the Athenians the advantages of 
peace, and inducing them to lay aside their enmity against 
Sparta. In the Knights, the demagogues are attacked through 
the person of Cleon, with a violence of concentrated passion 
that surpasses the most savage onslaughts of Archilochus. 
The Clouds and Wasps exhibit different pictures of the insane 
passion for litigation and the dishonest arts of rhetoric which 
prevailed at Athens, fostered partly by the influence of sophists 
who professed to teach a profitable method of public speaking, 
and partly by the flattery of the demagogues. The Birds is a 
fantastic satire upon the Athenian habit of building castles in 
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the air, and indulging in extravagant dreams of conquest. In 
the Eccksiazus(Z Aristophanes seems bent on ridiculing the 
visionary Utopias of political theorists like Plato, and also on 
caricaturing the social license which prevailed in Athens, where 
everything, as he complains, had been tried, except for women 
to appear in public like the men. In the Thesmophoriazusa 
and the Frogs^ we exchange politics for literature ; but in his 
treatment of the latter subject, Aristophanes exhibits the same 
conservative spirit. His hostility against Euripides, which is 
almost as bitter as his hatred of Cleon, is founded upon the 
sophistical nature of his art. Indeed, the Demagogues, the 
Sophists, and Euripides were looked upon by him as three 
forms of the same poison which was corrupting the old ijOoc 
of his nation. We have now indicated the serious intention of 
all the plays of Aristophanes, except the Flutus, which is an 
ethical allegory conceived under a different inspiration from 
that which gave the impulse to his other creative acts. Yet it 
must not be forgotten that the subject matter of these plays 
is often varied : in the AchamianSy for example, we have a 
specimen of literary criticism, while the Lysistrata is aimed as 
much at the follies of women as intended to set forth the 
advantages of peace. We must also remember that it was the 
poet's purpose to keep his serious ground-plan concealed. His 
Comedy had to be the direct antithesis to Greek Tragedy. If 
it taught, it was to teach by paradox. In this respect, 
Aristophanes realized a very high ideal. Preach as he may be . 
doing in reality, and underneath his merriment, there is hardly 
a passage in all his plays, if we accept the pleadings of Dikaios 
Logos in the Clauds^ and the personal portions of the 
Parabases, in which we catch him revealing his own earnest- 
ness. Every ordinary point of view is so consistently ignored, 
and all the common relations of things are so thoroughly 
reversed, that the topsy-turvy Chaos which a play of 
Aristophanes presents, is quite harmonious. It is, in fact, 
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madness methodized and with a sober meaning. Perhaps we 
ought to seek in this consideration the key to those problems 
which have occupied historians when dealing with the Aristo- 
phanic criticism of Socrates. How, it is always asked, could 
Aristophanes have been so consciously unjust to the great 
moralist of Athens? If we keep in sight the intentional 
absurdity of everything in one of the Aristophanic comedies, 
we may perhaps understand how it was possible for the poet 
to travesty the friend with whom he conversed familiarly at 
supper parties. That Plato understood the ridicule of his 
great master from some such point of view as this, is clear 
from his express reconmiendation of the Clouds to Dionysius, 
from the portrait which he draws of Aristophanes in the 
Symposium, and from the eulogistic epigram (if that is genuine) 
which he composed upon him. | It is curious as a parallel, that 
Agathon should have been even more ignobly caricatured than 
Socrates at the beginning of the Thestnpphoriazusa ; yet we 
know from his own lips, as well as from the dialogue of Plato, 
that Aristophanes was a friend of the tragic poet, for he 
elsewhere calls him 

The lash applied to Socrates and Agathon is scarcely less 
stinging than that applied to Cleon and Euripides. Yet the 
fact Remains, that Aristophanes was the friend of Agathon, 
and a member of the Socratic circle. Much of the obscurity 
attending the interpretation of the Clouds arises from our 
having lost the finer nuances of Athenian feeling respecting 
the persons satirized in the old Comedy. We do not, for 
example, understand Cratinus when he joins the name of 
Euripides with that of his great satirist in one epithet descrip- , 
tive of the quibbling style of the day — eifpnridcLptaroi^aylinv,* 

* This q>ithet contains the gist of the objection often brought against 
Aristophanes, that he assisted the demoralization which he denounced. If 
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But, to return from this digression, we may observe that it was 
only in a democracy that an institution unsparing of friend 
and foe, like the old Comedy, in which persons were openly 
exposed to censure, and the solemn acts of the government 
were called in question, could be tolerated. Accordingly we 
find that the early development of Comedy, after the date of 
Susarion, was checked by the accession of Pisistratus to power, 
and that the old Comedy itself perished with the extinction of 
Athenian liberty. It is only a democracy that likes to criticise 
itself, that takes pride in its indifference to ridicule, and in its 
readiness to acknowledge its own errors. In this respect, we 
English are very democratic : we abuse ourselves and expose 
our own follies more than any other nation ; the press and the 
platform do for u» in a barren, unaesthetic fashion, what Aris- 
tophanes did for the Athenian public. 

Perhaps we may now be able to see that a middle course 
must be followed between the extremes of regarding Aris- 
tophanes as an indecent parasite pandering to the worst incli- 
nations of the Athenian rabble, and of looking upon him as a 
profound philosopher and sober patriot. The former view is 
maintained by Grote, who, though he is somewhat hampered 
by his pronounced championship of all the democratic institu- 
tions of Athens, among which the Comedy of Aristophanes 
must needs be reckoned ; yet clearly thinks that the poet was 
a meddling monkey, full indeed of genius, but injurious to the 
order of the State, and to the peace of private persons. The 
latter has been advocated by the German scholars, Ranke, 
Bergk, and Meineke, against whom Grote has directed an able 
and conclusive argument in the notes to his eighth volume. 
Truly, it is absurd to pretend that Aristophanes was the 
prudent and far-seeing moralist described by his German ad- 
he did so, it was not by his grossness and indelicacy, but by his subtilty and 
refinement and audacity of universal criticism. The sceptical aquafortis of 
his age is as strong m Aristophanes as in Euripides. 
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mirers. To imagine him thus, would be to falsify the whole 
purpose of the Athenian Comic Drama, and to test its large 
extravagance by the narrow standard of modem morality. We 
might as well fancy that Alexander was an unselfish worker in 
the service of humanity, as bring ourselves to see in Aris- 
tophanes the sage of uniformly staid sobriety. Not to mention 
that such a notion is at total variance with the only authentic 
portrait we possess of him, every line of his Comedies cries 
out against so pedantic and priggish a calumny. For it is 
a calumny thus to misrepresent the high-spirited muse of Aris- 
tophanes, with her dishevelled hair and Coan robe of flimsiest 
gauze, and wild eyeS swimming in the mists of wine. She 
never pretends to be better than a priestess of the midnight 
Bacchus and Corinthian Aphrodite, though she believes sin- 
cerely in the inspiration of these deities. To see in her a 
Vestal or a Diotima, to set the owl of Pallas on her shoulder, 
and to strap the aegis round her panting breasts, is a piece of 
elaborate stupidity and painful impertinence, which it remained 
for German pedag<^es to perpetrate. Yet it is equally wrong 
to think of Aristophanes merely as a pernicious caliunniator, 
who killed Socrates, and put an inefiectual spoke in the wheel 
of Progress. Granted that he was more of a Merry-Andrew 
than a moralist, more of a yiKMrovoioQ than a fjureufpoXitrxriCf 
we must surely be blind if we fail to recognize the deep under- 
note of good sense and wisdom which gives eternal value to 
his jests — ^worse than blind if we do not honour him for valiant 
and unflinching service in the cause which he had recognized 
as right Nor are the enemies of Aristophanes less insensible 
to his real merits as an artist, than his ponderous German 
friends. What are we to think of the imaginative faculties of 
a man, who after gazing upon the divine splendours of the 
genius of Aristophanes, after tracking the erratic flight of this 
most radiant poet, ''with his singing robes about him,'' can 
descend to earth and wish that he had never existed, or shake 
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his head and measure him by the moral standards of Quarterly 
Reviews and British respectability? Alas, that from the 
modem world should have evanesced all appreciation of Art 
that is not obviously useful, palpably didactic ! If we would 
rightly estimate Aristophanic Comedy, we must be prepared 
to accept it in the classical spirit, and separating ourselves 
from either sect of the Pharisees, refuse to picture its great 
poets to ourselves, on the one hand as patriots eximid morum 
gravitate^ or on the other, as foul slanderers and irreverent 
buffoons. Far beyond and outside the plane of either standing- 
ground are they. The old Comedy of Athen^is a work of art 
so tempered and so balanced, that he who would appreciate 
it must submit, for a moment at least, to forego his modem 
advantages of improved morality, and public decency, and 
purer taste, and parliamentary courtesy, and to become — ^if he 
can bend his moral back to that obliquity — a " Merry Greek." 
It is now clear that Aristophanic Comedy is in the history 
of Art imique — the product of peculiar and unrepeated circum- 
stances. The essential differences between it and modem 
Comedy are manifold. Modem Comedy partakes of the 
Tragic spirit : it has a serious purpose, acknowledged by the 
poet; a lesson is generally taught in its catastrophe ; it is fond 
of poetical justice. Aristophanic Comedy, as we have seen, 
whatever may be its purpose, is always ludicrous to the spec- 
tators and to itself. Tartuffe, A New Way to Fay Old Ddfts^ 
and Volpone^ are tragedies without bloodshed : you only laugh 
at them incidentally. The Clouds^ the Knights^ and the Frogs 
excite inevitable laughter. Nor is this difference manifest only 
matter and spirit of the two Comedies : it expresses 
sxtemally in their several forms. The Plays of Aris- 
es, upon the stage, must have been like our Panto- 
, or rather, like our Operas. If we wish to form a 
•le notion of the appearance of an Aristophanic Comedy, . 
mot do better than keep in mind the Flauto Magico of 
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Mozart Had Mozart received a good translation of the Birds 
instead of the wretched libretto of the Zauberflote^ what a really 
magic drama, what a living image of Athenian Comedy, he 
might have produced ! Even as it is, with the miserable 
materials he had to work upon, the master musician has given 
us an Aristophanic specimen of the ludicrous passing by 
abrupt but delicate transitions to the serious, of Parody and 
Irony playing in and out at hide and seek, of Pathos lurking 
beneath Merriment, and of Madness leaping by a bound into 
the r^ons of Pure Reason. And this he has achieved by the 
all-subduing witchery of music — ^by melodies which solve the 
^tiffest contradictions, by the ebb and flow of measured sound 
rocking upon its surface the most varied thoughts and feelings 
of the soul of man. In the ZMuberflote we are never surprised 
by any change, however sudden — ^by any incident, however 
-whimsical After first lamenting over the stupidity of the 
libretto, and then resigning ourselves to the caprices of the 
fairy story, we are delighted to follow the wanderings of Music 
through her labyrinth of quaint and contradictory absurdities. 
Just so, we fancy, must have been the case with Aristophanes. 
Peisthetaerus and Euelpides were not more discordant than 
Papageno ; the Birds had their language as Astrifiammante has 
hers ; nor were the deeper tones of Aristophanic meaning more 
out of place than the bass notes of Sarastro, and the choruses 
of his attendant priests. Music, which has harmonized the 
small and trivial contradictions of* the ZauherfloUy harmonized 
the vast and profound contradictions of Aristophanic Comedy. 
It was the melodramatic setting of such plays as the Birds 
and the Clouds which caused their Welt\-emichtungsidee to 
l>lossom forth melodiously into the magic tree, with all its 
blossoms and nightingales and merry apes, ta which I have 
so often referred. 

With this parallel between the Birds and an opera like the 
Zaubcrflote in our minds, we may place ourselves among the 

s 2 
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thirty thousand Athenian spectators assembled in the theatre 
about the end of March, 414 b.c. We must remember that 
the great expedition had recently gone forth to Sicily. It was 
only in the preceding year that the Salaminian galley had been 
sent for Alcibiades, who had escaped to Sparta, where he was 
now engaged in stirring up evil for his countrymen. But as yet 
no disaster had befallen the army of invasion. Gylippus had not 
arrived. Lamachus was still alive. Every vessel brought news 
to the Athenians of the speed with which their forces were car- 
rying on the work of circumvallation, and of the despondency 
of the Syracusans. The spectators of the plays of Aristophanes 
and Ameipsias were nearly the same persons who had listened 
to the honeyed eloquence of Alcibiades persuading them to 
undertake the expedition, and promising them not merely the 
supremacy of Hellas, but the empire of the Mediterranean and 
the subjugation of Carthage. Alcibiades, indeed, had turned a 
traitor to his country ; but the charm of his oratory and the 
spirit he had roused remained. Each father in the audience 
might fairly hope that his son would share in raising Athens to 
her height of splendour : not a man but felt puffed up with 
insolent prosperity. The only warning voice which spoke while 
Athens trembled on the very razor-edge of fortune, was that of 
Aristophanes — ^but with how sweet and delicate a satire, with 
sarcasms that had the sound of flattery, with prognostications 
of failure that wore the shape of realized ambitions, with 
musical banter and multitudinous jests that seemed to apologize 
for folly rather than to censure it ! There is no doubt but that 
Aristophanes intended in the Birds to ridicule the ambition 
of the Athenians and their inveterate gullibility. Peisthetaerus 
and Euelpides represent in comic caricature the projectors, agi- 
tators, schemers, flatterers, who, led by Alcibiades, had imposed 
upon the excitable vanity of the nation. Cloudcuckootown is 
any castle in the air, or South Sea Bubble, which might take 
the fancy of the Athenian mob. But it is also more especially 
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the project of Western dominion connected with their scheme 
of Sicilian conquest Aristophanes has treated his theme so 
poetically and largely that the interest of the Birds is not, like 
that of the Wasps or the Knights^ almost wholly confined to 
the Athens of his day. It transcends those limitations of place 
and time, and is the everlasting allegory of foolish schemes and 
flimsy ambition. A modem dramatist — Ben Jonsoh or Moli^re 
for instance, perhaps even Shakspere — could hardly have 
refrained from ending the allegory with some piece of poetical 
justice. We should have seen Peisthetaerus disgraced and 
Cloudcuckootown resolved into "such stuff as dreams are 
made of." But this is not the art of Aristophanes. He brings 
Peisthetaerus to a successful catastrophe, and ends his Comedy 
with marriage songs of triumph. Yet none the less pointed is 
the satire. The unreality of the vision is carefully maintained, 
and Peisthetaerus walking home with Basileia for his bride, like 
some new sun-eclipsing star, seems to wink and strut and shrug 
his shoulders, conscious of the Titanic sham. 

To analyze in detail a work of art so well known to all 
students as the Binds would be needless. It is enough to 
notice in passing that it is quite unique of its kind, combining 
as it does such airy fancies as we find in the Midsummer 
Nights Dream with the peculiar pungency of Aristophanic 
satire, untainted by the obscenity which forms an integral part 
of the Ecclesiazusce or Lysistrata, Most exquisite is the art 
with which Aristophanes has collected all the facts of orni- 
thology, all the legends and folk-lore connected with birds, so 
as to create a fancifiil birdland and atmosphere of true bird life 
for his imaginary beings. Not less wonderful is the imagination 
with which he has conceived the whole universe firom the bird's 
point of view, his sympathy with the nightingale, the drollery 
of his running footman Trochilus, the pompous gravity of his 
King Epops, and so on through the whole of his winged 
dramatis persona. The triumph of his art is the Parabasis, in 
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which the birds pour forth melodious compassion for the tran- 
sitory earth-bom creatures of an hour. Poor men, with their 
little groping lives ! The epithets of pity which the happier 
birds invent to describe man are woven as it were of gossamer 
and dew, symbols of fragility. Then the music dianges as the 
vision of winged Er6s, upsoaring from the primeval wind-egg, 
bursts upon the fancy of the chorus. Again it subsides into 
still more delicate irony when the just reign of the birds on 
earth and over heaven is prophesied ; and the whole concludes 
with semi-choms answering to semi-chorus in antiphonal strains 
of woodland poetry and satire — the sWeet notes of the flute 
responded to by shouts of Bacchic laughter. 

We have seen in dealing with the Birds how Aristophanes 
has converted the whole world into d transcendental birdland, 
and filled his play with airy shapes and frail imaginings. This 
power of alchemizing and transmuting everything he touches 
into the substance of his thought of the moment, is no less 
remarkable in the comedy of the Clouds, And here we are 
able to trace the peculiar nature of his allegory more clearly 
than in the choruses of the Birds, with greater accuracy to 
distinguish the play of pure poetry alternating with satire, to 
trace the glittering thread of fancy drawn athwart the more 
fantastic arabesque of comic caricature. In the Clouds Aristo- 
phanes ridicules the rising school of teachers who professed to 
train the youth of Athens in the arts of public speaking and 
successful litigation. He aims at the tribe of sophists, wha 
substituted logical discussion for the old aesthetic education of 
the Greeks, and who sought to replace mythological religion 
by meteorological explanations of natural phenomena. The 
pedantry of this dialectic in its boyhood offended the artistic 
sense of a conservative like Aristophanes : the priggishness of 
upstart science had the air to him of insolent irreligion. 
Besides, he saw that this new philosophy, while it undermined 
the ifioc of his nation, was capable of lending itself to ignoble 
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ends — that its possessors sought to make money, that their 
disciples were eager to acquire mere technical proficiency, in 
order to cut a fine figure in public and to gain their selfish piu:- 
poses. The sophists professed two chief subjects, rh furitttpa, 
or the science of natural phenomena ; and rhetoric, or the art 
of conquering by argument. Aristophanes, in the Claude, sa- 
tirizes both tmder the form of allegory by bringing upon the 
stage his chorus of Clouds, who, in their changefiil shapes — 
heaven-obscuring, appearing variously to various eyes, coming 
into being firom the nothing of the air, and passing away again 
by imperceptible dissolution, usurping upon the fimctions of 
Zeus in the thunder and the rain, hunying hither and thither 
at the win of no divine force, but impelled by the nfewly dis- 
covered abstraction Vortex — are the very forms and symbols 
of the airy, misty Proteus of verbal falseness and intangible 
irreligion which had begun to possess the Athenians. In order 
to understand the force of this allegory we must remember the 
part which the clouds played in the still vital mythology of the 
Greeks. It was by a doud that Here in her divine scorn had 
deluded the impious desires of Ixion, who embracing hollow 
shapes of vapour begat Centaurs. The rebellious giants who 
sought to dimb Olympus were forms of mist and tempest in- 
vading the serenity of highest heaven : this Strepsiades indicates 
when he quotes the words xXoca^ovc ff Uaroyict^Xa Tv^ as re- 
ferring to the clouds. It was in cloudy vision that gods appeared 
to mortals, or escaped their sight ; in cloud that the Homeric 
heroes were snatched from death by their Olympian patrons ; 
in clouds that iEolus dwelt and Danae was prisoned. The 
Harpies were wind-tossed films of frothy cloud ; the Sirens 
daughters of foam and mist Everything that deceived and 
concealed, that shifted and eluded, that stole away "the en- 
chanted gazer's mind," all Maya or delusion, all fascination and 
unrealizable desire, was symbolized by clouds. Nor was it 
without meaning that the clouds ascended fix>m ocean, firom 
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the wily parent of wave and storm, the inscrutable hoarder of 
secrets locked within the caverns of the murmuring deep, who 
might never be taken in any one dear form, who loved to cozen 
and betray, whose anger was swift and fretful against such as 
caught him in their toils. The clouds were his daughters, and 
so was Aphrodite — beautiful, deceitful, soul-subduing — these 
his offspring of the air, this his child of the foam — ^these pouring 
glamour on the eyes of men, this folding their hearts in snares. 
Without being fanciful, we might follow this analysis through 
a hundred labyrinths, all tending to show how exquisite to the 
apprehension of a Greek steeped in mythological associations 
must have been the allegory of the clouds. We might, more- 
over, have pointed out the care of Aristophanes to maintain this 
mythological propriety. Even in the Parabasis, for instance, 
where the chorus comes forward in its human character as the 
representative of the poet, there occurs a semi-choric strain of 
great beauty, hymning the elemental deities of Sun, Air, Ocean, 
and all-covering Heaven, who are the parents and especial patrons 
of the clouds ; for the Sun begets them from the fountains of 
the Sea, the Air receives and gives them shape as they drift 
through her yielding realm, and the great Zeus of the sky com- 
pels them to his service, stores them with his thunder, and 
makes a palace for them in his adamantine home, and wreathes 
their dances round his footstool of the firmament But it is 
enough to have pointed out the main features of the allegory. 
The scope which it afforded for the display of splendid poetry 
was of course immense. From the first moment of the appear- 
ance of the chorus to the end we never lose sight of their 
cloudy splendour, and, as in the case of the Birds, every thought, 
playful or imaginative, which can be conceived relating to the 
world of clouds, is pressed by Aristophanes into his service. 

Early in the play the fount of poetry which they suggest 
springs pure and clear from the flinty rock of previous satire. 
Socrates, who has just been displayed to us as the insignificant 
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anatomizer of fleas and gnats, rises suddenly to this height in 
his invocation : — 

**0 Sovereign King, immeasurable Air, who keepest the earth balanced, 
and blazing Ether, and sublime goddesses, ye Clouds of lightning and of 
thunder, arise, appear, dread queens, in mid-air to your Thinker 1 " 

It is only in the last word, notice, that the comic smile breaks 
out. 

**Come, then, ye reverend Clouds, honour this neophyte with your 
dread beauty ! whether upon Olympus' holy snow-swept peaks ye sit, or 
in the gardens of father Ocean weave the dance with nymphs, or in golden 
pitchers draw the waters of Nile, or in Maeotis bide, or on the white eyries 
of Mimas : listen, receive our sacrifice, be gracious to our rites.'' 

With what radiance of imagination the haunts of the clouds 
are here enumerated ! Sometimes we see them floating in 
virginal processions above unfooted snows, sometimes en- 
throned like queens in solemn silence on aerial watch-towers, 
sometimes dissolved in dew far down among the Oceanides, 
or brooding, filmy vapours, on the face of broad untroubled 
lakes. 

Aristophanes, it may be said in passing, never dwells upon 
the more tempestuous functions of the clouds as stormy and 
angry powers : that would be to violate his allegory, which 
must always show them deceitfully beautiful, spreading illusion 
over earth and sky. 

In answer to the invitation of Socrates, the Clouds are heard 
behind the stage chanting a choric hymn ;* and here it must 

* <lcvaoc Nf^iXai, 
apOdfitv ^avipal 3po<rtpdp ^v<nv (MytiroVf 
TrarpQQ ir* 'Octavo v fiapvaxiog 

ctvipoK6funfCf VVa 
ri|Xf^avf ic CKovidc i^pfafuBa, 
Kapwovg T dpSofiivav Updv xBSva^ 
KQi voTafiStv ZaOkuv cfXa^^fiara, 
xal v6vTov KiXdBovra fiapvfipofjiop' 
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be remarked that the poet has revealed subtle instinct, iot 
before exhibiting his Chorus, arrayed in veils of filmy gauze, 
to the people, by which he might have risked the possibility 
of exciting ludicrous instead of solemn ideas, he enlists the 
imagination of the audience by a sublime strain of preparatory 
music, vocally realizing the splendour of the coming Clouds 
before they strike the eyes of the spectators. 

It is to the repeated roll of distant thunder that they sing 
their untranslatable entrance hymn. Behold them rising, 
silent domes and pinnacles and towers, from the burnished 
mirror of the noonday sea : how the sunlight flashes on their 
pearly slopes and fills their deeply-cloven valleys : how dewy 
bright and glistening they are ! Then watch them scale the 
vault of heaven, quitting the horizon with its mists, marching 
in tranquil state across the spaces of blue ether, gliding to 
their thrones among the mountain pines ! Ther^ they repose, 
and at their feet is heard the clamour of the streams, the deep 
rebounding boom of sea waves; but they are seated in serenity, 
and below them lies the champaign with its fruits of holy earth, 
and on their broad immortal marble fironts the unwearied light 
of the sun-god plays. From their girdles to their sandals falls 
the robe of mist that wrapped them round, and on the watch- 
towers of the world they sit, bare in their beauty, god-like forms. 

Such is the vision which this inimitable Chorus evokes. Its 

truth has been felt by all who have seen the rising of summer 

clouds firom the waters of the Mediterranean. Indeed, this 

Chorus belongs to the highest order of poetry. Not only does 

it fiimish an example of the fireshness which is peculiar to 

Aristophanes, but it is in the deepest sense an intuition into 

the inmost life of nature. We hear in it the voice of a true 

5fifia y^p alBspoQ ixifiarov ceXayiXrai 
fjMpfiapiait iv aiyatg, 
&\X* Airociiaafuvot vifog ofxPptov 
dBavdrag Idiag iirtdw/uOa 
Tti\iffK6ir(f bnnart. yatav, 

Cloiids, 27$. 
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seer or interpreter, who knows by choice of words and rhythms 
how to convey his own impressions to our mind. Even 
Shelley, when he wrote his Clotidy had grasped perhaps the 
secret of the pomp and splendour of Cloudland l^ss firmly than 
Aristophanes has done, though his images are piled so multi- 
tudinously, and every thought or fancy that a cloud suggests is 
whirled, as it were, in the drift of bcilliant and radiant shapes. 
Aristophanes has this advantage — that something of the 
mythopoeic power still siurived in Greece, and that he shared 
the sculptiural genius of his race. Moreover, his audience were 
prepared by their religious associations to conceive of his 
Clouds as living creatures, and he was writing for the stage, 
where the poetry of personification is made easy by direct 
appeal to the eyesight. 

In the Clouds as it has been transmitted to us, Aristophanes 
employs another and more direct form of allegory. He brings 
upon the stage the S/<acoc Xoyoc in controversy with the SSucoc 
Xoyoc — the former representing the old Conservative education 
of Athens, the other the new theories and modes of life which 
were beginning to spring up. It has been conjectured that 
liicaio^ Xc^yoc wore the mask of Aristophanes himself, and o^ckoc 
X<Jyoc that of Thrasymachus the Sophist If this conjecture 
hits the truth, it is curious that the vulgar logician whom 
Socrates handles so severely in Plato's Republic^ should have 
been chosen as the ideal of his doctrine and influence — the 
special pleader of the Phrontisterion. The contest between 
these two impersonations of modesty and impudence, of , 
manliness and effeminacy, offers an unique example in Greek 
comic literature of what was common on our own stage about 
three centuries ago. \ The Just and Unjust Logoi dispute and 
wrangle for the favour of Pheidippides precisely like the abstrac- 
tions in Hycke Scomer or Lusty Juventus. Of course this 
kind of allegory is much coarser and affords less scope for 
poetical treatment than the exquisite mythus of the Clouds. 
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The Logoi are but masks or hollow automata, from behind 
which the poet utters his arguments : there is no illusion of 
the senses, no enchantment of the fancy in their presentation. 
Yet the speech of Dikaios Logos forms one of the purest and 
most beautiful passages that Aristophanes has written, in its 
simple and affectionate picture of old Athenian life. The poet, 
we fear, was very far behind his age : he looked back to the 
good times when the sailor only knew enough to sing out 
" Ahoy ! " and call for biscuit ; he wanted the Athenian lads to 
have broad backs and sluggish tongues : he was dead to the 
advantages of dialectic and Socratic definition : he kept trying 
to bring back the days of Marathon, when nothing could avert 
the coming days of Syracuse and ^gospotami and Chaeronea. 
We who read the history of Athens by the light of our Grote, 
we who are rolling our waves toward the rising instead of the 
setting sun, know how very perverse and unadvanced the poet 
was. Yet, for all that, can we fail to be charmed with the 
picture that he draws of Greek boyhood in the good old times, 
and to contrast it favourably with the acknowledged impudence 
and profligacy of Critias and Agathon and Alcibiades — the 
friends and pupils of Socrates ? " In that blissful time," says 
Dikaios Logos, /'when I flourished, and modesty and tem- 
perance were practised, a boy's voice was never heard ; but he 
would set off" at daybreak, in snow or sunshine, with his 
comrades to the school of the harper, where he learned the 
ballads of our forefathers in praise of Pallas ; and from the 
harper he would run to the training-ground and exercise 
"' with the decorum befitting virtuous youth." The rules 
behaviour of boys which Aristophanes here enunciates 
: a modem smile ; for the morality of Athens obliged 
observe the same sort of propriety which we expect 
rls. But for all his modesty, the youth of those days 
: a milksop. He did indeed shun the public baths 
agora, repel the advances of profligate persons, respect 
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his parents, avoid Hetairai, and form in his breast an image of 
Aid6s : yet he frequented the wrestling-grouncj, and grew fair 
in form and colour with generous exercises, not " sicklied o'er 
with the pale cast of thought," nor bent and jaded by the 
restless wrangling of the Uw courts ; but among the sacred 
olive-trees of the Academy he ran races with his comrade, 
" crowned with white reeds, smelling of bindweed and careless 
hours and leaf-shedding poplar, rejoicing in the prime of spring, 
when the plane-tree whispers to the elm." In these last lines 
we touch the very core of Greek aristocratic Conservatism — 
that imperious demand for leisure, for ^0X1) rSiv iiyayKaiiaVf of 
which Aristotle speaks as an essential in the life of free men ; 
that contempt of all serious time-consuming business which we 
find in Plato ; that respect for the beauty of the body, and 
that dislike of every occupation which tended to degrade its 
form or spoil the freshness of its colour; that sympathy with 
nature in her graceftil moods ; that well-bred nonchalance ; 
that love of the gymnasium with its poplar sacred to Herakles, 
the god of endurance, and its plane-tree of swift Hermes — in a 
word, those accumulated sesthetical prejudices which marked 
the race pre-eminent for its artistic faculty, the caste of rich and 
idle citizens supported by a nation of slaves, the unique and 
never again to be imitated people, who once and for all upon 
this earth of ours attained perfection, realized the ideal to 
which we vainly strive. 

With the last lines of this speech in our memory, we may 
turn to the dialogues of Plato, whose Phsedrus and Charmides 
and Lysis are true children and disciples of Dikaios Logos ; or 
to the Autolycus of Xenophon's Symposium^ whose breast is as 
smooth and skin as bright, and shoulders as broad, and tongue 
as short, as even Aristophanes could wish ; or we may set before 
us some statue like the Apoxyomenos of Lysippus, or the Disco- 
bolos of Myron, and feel that we have gathered, in fancy at 
least, the flower of the perfection of the pride of Hellas. 
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Much of the allegory of Aristophanes consists of metaphors 
taken literally and expressed by appropriate symbolism to the 
audience. Thus, Trugaios actually drags the goddess Peace, 
with her attendants Opora and Theoria, fix)m the well, the 
Chorus, while they help him, singing " Yoho !" like sailors at 
a capstan. In the same comedy, War and Havoc are exhibited 
with a gigantic mortar, in which they bray the States of Greece. 
Socrates suspended in his basket is a metaphorical allegory of 
this sort, his posture being peculiarly expressive of star-gazing 
and abstract speculation at a time when the objects of such 
contemplations were called rh fAmiapa. Of the same kind is 
the balance in which the lines of iEschylus and Euripides are 
weighed. Any poet might use the metaphor (weighed in the 
balance and found wanting); but it is a stretch of metaphorical 
license to exhibit an actual pair of scales upon the stage. Many^"^ 
. of the figurative actions of the Hebrew prophets were prac- 
tical appeals to the imagination, similar to these allegories of 
Aristophanes. Indeed, such dramatic metaphors may be reck- 
oned among the most powerful instruments in the hands of a 
great master. Had Dante conceived a masque upon the politics 
of Italy, we doubt not but that he would have employed some 
energetic symbols of this sort In passing, it may be said that 
no artist has appeared in modem times so capable of construct- 
ing an allegorical drama in the style of Aristophanes as Dante. 
The symbolism of the Was/s is somewhat different from that 
with which we have been dealing. In this play the chorus were 
armed, no doubt, with lance-like stings ; but there was no attempt 
on the poet's part, as in the case of the Clouds and Birds, to 
maintain the illusion of their being wasps. They talk and act . 
like old men; their waspishness is merely metaphorical, and the 
all^ory ends in an appeal to the eyesight The Flutus^ on the 
other hand, presents an example of all^ory in the strictly 
modem sense. It is a Greek anticipation of oiu: moralities, of 
such a play as might be founded on a portion of the Pilgrim^ s 
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Progress. Wealth and Povertyappear upon the stage, and speak 
appropriately. Avarice and Prodigality are satirized. The use 
and abuse of riches are contrasted in a series of incidents 
framed with their expressly moral purpose. The whole play is 
singularly un-Aristophanic. We have here no " Weltvemicht- 
ungsidee" — ^no nightingales or climbing apes to speak of. 
For this very reason it has been copied in modem times (its 
inner nature rendering it capable of adaptation to our tastes) 
by Ben Jonson in the Staple of News^ and by Goethe in the 
second part of Faust, 

One word must be devoted to the Thesmophortazusa. In 
the history of dramatic literature, the chief interest of the play 
is that it differs from the other works of Aristophanes in its 
structure. It has a regular plot — ^an intrigue and a solution — . 
and its persons are not allegorical but real. Thus it approaches 
the standard of modem comedy. But the plot, though gigantic 
in its scale, and prodigious in its wealth of wit and satire, is 
farcical The artifices by which Eiuipides endeavours to win 
Agathon to imdertake his cause, the disguise of Mnesilochus in 
female attire, the oititory of the old man against the women in 
the midst of their assembly, his detection, the momentary sus- 
pension of the dramatic action by his seizure of the supposed 
baby, his slaughter of the swaddled wine-jar, his apprehension 
by Cleisthenes, the devices and disguises by which Euripides 
(in parody of his own tragic scenes) endeavours to extricate his 
father-in-law from the scrape, and the final ruse by which he 
eludes the Scythian bowmen, and carries of Mnesilochus in 
'triumph — all these form a series of highly diverting comic 
scenes. There is no passage in Aristophanes more amusing 
than the harangue of Mnesilochus. The other women have 
abused Euripides for slandering their sex in his tragedies. 
Mnesilochus, the humorous and coarse old rustic, gets up in 
his flimsy female gear, and eloquently reminds them of the 
troths which Euripides might have divulged. One crime after 
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another is glibly and facetiously recorded, until the little heap 
of calumnies uttered by Euripides disappears beneath the moun- 
taJln of confessions piled up by the supposed matron. The 
portrait, too, of Agathon in the act of composition is exquisitely 
comic. By comparing it with that drawn by Plato in the Ban- 
qud^ we may to some extent estimate the amotmt of truth in 
Aristophanic caricature. The meaningless melodious style — 
the stream of honeyed words,* Summd deiumbe salivA — with 
which Agathon and his Chorus greet our ears, is scarcely more 
a parody of his poetry than the speech on love is of his prose. 
Agathon is discovered lying on a sofa, arrayed in female gar- 
ments and smelling of cosmetics ; when asked why thus attired, 
he lisps a languid answer that he is composing a tragedy about 
women, and wants to be in character : 

** The |>oet ought to keep in harmony 
With any subject that he has to treat: 
If women be his theme, then must his person 
Be toned and fashioned to a female mood; 
But when he writes of men he has no need 
To study change ; 'tis only what we have not 
We seek to supplement by dressing up. 
Besides, how unjesthetic 'tis to see 
A poet coarse and hairy ! Just remember 
Famed Ibycus, Anacreon, Alcaeus, 
Who made our music and our metres flow, 
Wore caps, and followed soft Ionian fashions : 
And Phrynichus — this surely you have heard — 
Was beautiful, and beautifully dressed ; 
And this, we cannot doubt, is why his plays 
Were beautiful, for 'tis a natural law 
That like ourselves our work must ever be." 



• Mnesilochus' criticism reminds us of Persius : — 

«C V^v rh ftiXoc « iroTviai TtvirvWidtgy 
Kal OtiXvSpi&dtQ Kai KaTiyXurifffuyov 
Kal fiavdaXutrov, Sktt ifiov y' dxpoutfiivov 
ifirb Ttjv Hdpav ahTt)v vtfTiKQt yapyoKoQ, 

T/icsm, 13a 
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Modem writers upon whose lips m udo est Manas et Attis 
might take some of this satire not inaptly to themselves. But 
the crowning sport of the Thesmophoriazusa is in the last 
scene, when Mnesilochus adapts the Palamedes and the Helen 
of Euripides to his own forlorn condition, jumbling up the 
well-known verses of these tragedies with coarse-flavoured 
rustical remarks; and when at last Euripides himself acts 
Echo and Perseus to the Andromeda of his father-in-law, and 
both together mystify the policeman by their ludicrous utter- 
ance of antiphonal lamentations. 

I have but scanty space for touching on one of the topics 
which the ThesmophoriazuscR suggests — the satire of Aristo- 
phanes upon Athenian women, whom he invariably represents 
as profligate, licentious, stupid, drunken, thieves and liars. 
Whether they were as bad as he has painted them — and he 
has given them a worse character than any other Greek poet, 
not even excepting Simonides of Amorgos — or whether their 
absence from the comic spectacles encouraged a paradoxical 
misrepresentation of their qualities, is not easy to decide, 
though I incline to believe that the picture drawn by Aristo- 
phanes, agreeing as it does in the main with that of less 
copious Greek authors, is a tolerably true one. The point of 
the J7usmophoriazus(By so far as the women are concerned, is 
that while Aristophanes pretends to show up Euripides for his 
abuse of them his own satire is far more searching, and pene- 
trates more deeply into the secrets of domestic life. What are 
the crimes of Phaedra in comparison with the daily details of 
the habits of Athenian wives and daughters ? The Lysistrata 
will . not bear discussion ; but in passing I may notice the 
humour of the oath by wine which the inexorable heroine and 
her Spartan friend administer. Other oaths might be broken, 
but no Athenian wife or maid would incur the penalty of this 
dread imprecation : " If I fail, may the bowl be filled with 
water." Of the three comedies which treat of women the 
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Ecdesiazusa has the most permanent interest Indeed, muiaiis 
mutandis^ its satire might- almost be adapted to the present 
day, or to the future which our theorists upon the rights of 
women are preparing. The Athenian ladies disguise them> 
selves as men, and crowd the assembly, where they outvote 
their husbands, sons, and brothers, and proclaim the supre- 
macy of women in the State. Praxagora, the agitator of the 
scheme, is chosen Strategis. She decides that a commimity of 
property and free trade between the sexes are the two things 
wanted to insure general felicity. The point of the satire 
consists in this : that the arguments by which the women get 
the upper hand all turn on their avowed conservatism; men 
change and shift, women preserve their old customs, and will 
maintain the Ifio^ of the State ; but no sooner have they got 
authority than they show themselves more demoaatic than the 
demagogues, more new-fangled in their political notions than 
the philosophers. They upset time-honoured institutions and 
make new ones to suit their own caprices, squaring the laws 
according to the logic of feminine instincts. Of course specu- 
lations like those of Plato's Republic are satirized in the 
farcical scenes which illustrate the consequences of this female 
revolution. But perhaps the finest point about the comedy 
is its humorous insight into the workings of women's minds — 
its dear sense of what a topsy-turvy world we should have to- 
live in if women were the lawgivers and governors. 

In quitting Aristophanes I am forced to reflect upon the 
inadequacy of my attempts to interpret the secret of his 
strength and charm. The epithets which continually rise ta 
oiu: lips in speaking of him — radiant, resplendent, swift, keen,, 
changeful, flashing, magical — carry no real notion of the mar- 
vellous and subtle spirit that animates his comedy with life 
peculiar to itself. In dealing with no other poet is the critic 
or historian so powerless. No other work of art leaves so in- 
communicable an impression on the mind of the student As 
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for my words about Aristophanes, they are " sound and fury 
signifying nothing:" to be known, he must be read with 
admiration and deh'ght. But those who have submitted them- 
selves to the influence of his genius will understand what I 
mean when, in conclusion, I say that, with Plato and Aristo- 
phanes for guides, we can to some extent reconstruct the life 
of the Athenians, animate the statues of Myron and Lysippus, 
and see the aisles of the Parthenon or the benches of the 
Pnyx crowded with real human beings. Plato introduces us 
to the graver and more elegant side of Attic life, to the 
KoKoKayddoi and x^^^^^i ^^ ™^^ ^^ sober tastes and good 
birth and. exquisite breeding. Aristophanes acquaints us with 
men of pleasure, vulgar and uneducated characters, haunters 
of the law courts and the market-place and the assembly. 
From Plato we learn what occupied philosophers and people 
of distinction. Aristophanes tells us the popular jokes at 
Athens, how the political and military edicts recorded by 
Thucydides were familiarly discussed, how people slept and 
walked and dressed and dined. In Plato's Dialogues the fine 
Greek intellect is shown to us trained and tutored into ex- 
quisite forms of elevated culture. In Aristophanes, though art 
even more consummate has been used, we see the same 
refined intelject running riot and disporting itself with the 
flexibility of untameable youth. By Plato we are taught how 
dignified and humane the Greeks could be, by Aristophanes 
how versatile and himian they were. 
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CHAPTER IX. 
ANCIEN2 AND MODERN TRAGEDY. 

Greek Tragedy and the rites of Dionysus. — A sketch of its origin and 
history. — The Attic Theatre. — The actors and their masks. — Relation 
of Sculpture to the Drama in Greece. — The legends used by the 
Attic tragedians. — Modem liberty in the choice of subjects. — Mystery 
Plays. — Nemesis. — Modem Tragedy has no religious idea. — Tragic 
Irony. — Aristotle's definition of Tragedy.— Modem Tragedy oflfers no 
KaOapffiQ of the passions. — Destinies and Characters. — Female 
Characters. — The Supernatural — French Tragedy. — Five Acts. — 
Bloodshed.s— The Unities. — Radical differences in the spirit of ancient 
and modem art. 

In order to comprehend the differences between the ancient and 
the modem Drama — ^between the tragedy of Sophocles and the 
tragedy of Shakspere — ^it is necessary to enter into the details of 
the history of the Attic stage. In no other department of art is 
the character of the work produced so closely dependent upon 
the external form which the artist had to adopt. 

Both the Tragedy and Comedy of the Greeks were intimately 
connected with the religious rites of Dionysus. Up to the very 
last, they formed a portion of the cultus of the vintage-god, to 
whom the theatre was consecrated, and at whose yearly festivals 
the plays were acted. The Chorus, which originally formed 
the chief portion of the dramatic body, took its station at the 
altar of Bacchus in the centre of the theatre. Now the worship 
of Bacchus in Greece had from the first a double aspect — 
joyous and sorrowful. The joyous festivals were held in cele- 
bration of the vigour of the face of nature, in the spring and 
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summer of the year ; the sorrowfiil commemorated the sadness 
of the autumn and the winter. There were therefore two dis- 
tinct branches of musical and choral art connected with the 
Dionysiac rites — ^the one jovial, the other marked by the 
enthusiasm of a wild griefl From the former of these, or the 
Revel Song, sprang Comedy ; from the latter, or the Dithyramb, 
sprang Tragedy. Arion is named as the first great poet who 
cultivated the Dithyramb and wrote elaborate odes for recita- 
tion by the Chorus in their evolutions round the Bacchic altar. 
His Chorus were attired like Satyrs in goat-skins, to represent the 
woodland comrades of the god : hence came the name of Tragedy 
or Goat-song. At first the Dithyrambic Odes celebrated only 
the m3rstical woes of Dionysus ; then they were extended so as 
to embrace the mythical incidents connected with his worship ; 
and at last the god himself was forgotten, and the tragic suffer- 
ings of any hero were chanted by the Chorus. This change 
is marked by an old tradition concerning Sicyon, where it is 
said that the woes of the hero Adrastus were sung by the 
Bacchic choir, and that Cleisthenes, wishing to suppress the 
national mythology, restored the antique Dionysiac function. 
It also may explain the Greek proverb : " What has thb to 
do with Dionysus ?" — ^a question which might reasonably have 
been asked when the sacred representation diverged too 
widely firom the line of Bacchic legend. 

Thus the original element of Greek Tragedy was the Dithy- 
ramb, as cultivated by Arion ; and the first step in the progress 
of the Dithyrambic Chorus toward the Drama was the intro- 
duction of Heroic legends into the odes. The next step was 
the addition of the Actor. It has been ingeniously conjectured 
that the actor was borrowed firom the guild of Rhapsodes. 
The Iambics of Archilochus and other poets were recited, as 
we know, at the feasts of Demeter, whose cult had points 
of similarity with that of Bacchus. It is not improbable that 
when the heroic element was added to the Dithyramb and the 
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subjects handled by the professional reciters of the Homeric 
and Cyclic Epics began to form a part of the Dionysiac cele- 
bration, a rhapsode was then introduced to help the Chorus in 
their office. That he declaimed Iambics and not Hexameters 
may be accounted for by the prevalence of the Iambic in the 
sister-cult of Demeter. This then was the third step in the 
development of tragedy. To the Dithyrambic Chorus of Arion 
was added an interlocutor, who not only recited passages of 
narrative, but also exchanged speech with the Chorus, and 
who in coiu^e of time came to personate the hero whose 
history was being celebrated. Thus far had the art advanced 
in the age of Thespis. The Chorus stood and danced round 
the altar of Bacchus. The Rhapsode, whom we now begin to 
call the Actor, stood on a raised stage (XoycTov) above them. 
The whole history of Greek Tragedy exhibits a regular expan- 
sion of these simple elements. The function of the Chorus, 
the peculiar nature of the masks and dresses, and the very 
structure of the theatres, can only be explained by reference to 
this primitive constitution of the Dramatic art 

To Thespis the Athenian, whose first regular exhibition of the 
Tragic show preceded the birth of ^Eschylus by about ten years, 
belongs the credit of having brought the various elements of 
Tragedy into harmony, and of having fixed the outlines of the 
Tragic art The destruction of Athens by the Persian army, 
like the burning of London, which inflicted so severe an injury 
upon our early dramatic literature, obliterated the monuments 
of the genuine Thespian tragedy. Some of the names of these 
dramas — Pentheus^ Phorhas^ the Funeral Games of Pdias, the 
Priests — have been preserved ; firom which we may conjecture 
that Thespis composed interludes with regular plots, combining 
choric passages and monologues uttered by the actor with eluci- 
datory dialogues. His chorus was the traditional band of 
mummers clad in goat-skins — the rpayoc of the ancient Dio- 
nysiac festival. The poet himself was the actor, and his portion 
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of the interlude was written either in Iambic, or, as we may 
gather from a passage in the Poetics of Aristotle, in Trochaic 
metre. The next great name after Thespis is Phrynichus, who 
composed a tragic interlude on the taking of Miletus by the 
Persians. This fact is important, since it proves that even at 
this early period a dramatist felt justified not merely in departing 
from the myths of Dionysus, but also in treating the events of 
<x>ntemporary history in his choric Tragedy. The Athenians, 
however, were indignant at this departure fi-om usage, and at the 
unaesthetical exhibition of disasters which had recently beMen 
their race. They fined the poet, and confirmed their tragedians 
in the custom of handling only ancient and religious legends. 
It is weH knowa that the single exception to this custom which 
has been preserved to us is the splendid triumph of iEschylus 
composed mpon the ruin of the godless Xerxes. Phrynichus 
introduced one important change into the Thespian Drama : 
he established female characters. After him came Pratmas, 
who altered the old form of the Chorus. Hitherto, whatever 
may have been the subject of the play, the Bacchic rpayoc 
stood in their quaint goatskins round the thymel^ or altar of 
the god. Pratinas contrived that in future the Chorus should 
be attired to suit the action of the piece. If the play were 
written on the fall of Troy, for instance, they appeared as 
ancient Trojans ; or if it had reference to the house of Laius, 
they came forth as senators of Thebes. At the same time 
special pieces for the traditional tragic chorus were retained, 
and these received the name of Satyric Dramas. Henceforth 
it was customary for a tragic author to produce at the same 
time three successive dramas on the subject he selected, to- 
gether with a satyric play. The only essential changes which 
were afterwards made in Greek Tragedy were the introduction of 
a second actor by iEschylus and of a third actor by Sophocles, 
the abandonment of the stricter rule of the tetralogy, and the 
gradual diminution of the importance of the Chorus. The choric 
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element, which had been everything at the commencement, gave 
way to the dialogue, as the art of developing dramatic situa- 
tions and characters advanced ; until in the days of Euripides 
the Chorus formed a comparatively insignificant part of the 
tragic machinery. This curtailment of the function of the 
Chorus was a necessary consequence of progress in the art of 
exhibiting an imitation of human action and passion. Yet the 
Chorus never lost its place in Greek Tragedy. It remained to 
mark the origin of the Drama, and as a symbol of the essen- 
tially religious purpose of the Tragic spectacle. 

An event is said to have happened during the age of Pratinas 
which greatly influenced the future of the Attic Drama. The 
Thespian interludes hdd been acted on a wooden scaffolding. 
This fell down on one occasion, and caused so much alarm that 
the Athenians erected a permanent stone theatre, which they con- 
structed on the south-east side of the Acropolis. Whether this 
old story is a fiction, and whether the time had not naturally 
arrived for a more substantial building, may admit of question. 
At any rate the new theatre was designed as though it were des- 
tined to exist for all time, as though its architects were prescient 
that the Attic Drama would become the wonder of the world. 
It contained 30,000 spectators, seated in semicircular tiers 
scooped out of the rock of the Acropolis. Their feces were 
turned towards Hymettus and the sea, so that they sat within 
sight of JE^m and the distant peaks of Peloponnesus. The 
stage fronted the Acropolis : the actors were within view of the 
Parthenon and the gleaming statue of protective Pallas. The 
whole was open to the air. Remembering these facts, we are 
enabled to understand the peculiar grandeur and propriety of 
those addresses to the powers of the earth and sky, to the 
temples of the gods, to the all-seeing sun and glittering 
ocean-waves, which are so common in Greek tragedy. The 
Athenian theatre was brought into close connection with 
all that was most brilliant in the architecture and the sculp- 
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ture of Athens, with all that is most impressive in the natural 
environments of the city, with the very deities of the Hellenic 
worship in their visible manifestation to the senses of men. This 
circiunstance alone determined many peculiarities of the Greek 
Drama, which make it wholly imlike our own. If the hero of a 
modem play, for instance, calls the sun to witness, he must 
point to a tissue-paper transparency in the centre of a pamted 
scene : if he apostrophizes ocean, he must turn toward a heaving 
mass of agitated canvas. But Ajax or Electra could raise their 
hands to the actual sun, gilding the statue of Athene with living 
rays ; Prometheus, when he described the myriad laughter of 
the dimpling waves, knew that the sea was within sight of the 
audience ; and sim and sea were r^;arded by the nation at 
large, not merely as phenomena of our imiverse, but as beings 
capable of sympathizing with humanity in its distress. For the 
same reason nearly all the scenes of the Greek Tragedies are 
laid in daytime and in the open air : the work of art exhibited 
is an unparalleled combination of assthetical definiteness with 
the actual facts of nature ; the imagination is scarcely more 
wrought upon than the senses ; whereas the Tragedy of Shak- 
spere makes a direct appeal to the inner eye and to the highly 
stimulated fancy of the audience. It is generally before a 
temple or a palace that the action of a Greek play proceeds. 
Nor was there anything artificial in this custom ; for the 
Greeks lived in the air of heaven, nor could events of such 
magnitude as those which their tragedy represented, have been 
appropriately enacted beneath the shadow of a private roof. 
Far different were the conditions which the modem dramatist 
undertook to illustrate. The hesitations of Hamlet, the 
spiritual conflict of Faustus, the domestic sufferings of the 
Duchess of Malfi, are evolved with peculiar propriety within 
the narrow walls of palace-chambers, college-cells, and prisons 
or mad-houses. Scenery, in our sense of the word, was 
scarcely required by the Greeks. The name of a tragedy 
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sufficed to determine what palace-gate was represented by the 
stage : the statue of a god was enough to show whose temple 
was intended. This simplicity of theatrical arrangement led to 
a corresponding simplicity of dramatic construction, to rarity 
of changes in the scene, and to the stationary character of 
Greek Tragedy in general. 

Hollowed out of the hillside, the seats of the Athenian 
spectators embraced rather more than a full semicu'cle, and 
this laige arc was subtended by a long straight line, — the 
(Tiriyv^, or background of the stage. In front of this wall ran a 
shallow platform, not co-extensive with the trKtiyti^ but corre- 
sponding to the middle portion of it This platform was the 
stage proper. It was in feet a development of the Thespian 
\oyiiov. The stage was narrow, and raised a little above the 
groimd, to which a flight of steps led from it. On the stage, 
very long in proportion to its depth, all the action of the play 
took place: the actors entered it through three openings in 
the vKrtyij, of which the central was larger and the two side ones 
smaller. When they stood upon the stage, they had not much 
room for grouping or for complicated action : they moved and 
stood like the figures in a bas-relief, turning their profiles to the 
audience, and so arranging their gestures that a continually har- 
monious series of figures was relieved upon the background of 
the tricuvii. The central opening had doors capable of being 
thrown back and exhibiting a chamber, in which, at critical 
moments of the action, such spectacles as the murdered body of 
Agamemnon, or the suicide of Jocasta, were revealed to the 
spectators. The chorus had their own allotted station in the 
centre of the whole theatre — the semicircular pit left between 
the lowest tier of spectators and the staircase leading to the 
stage. In the middle of this pit or orchestra was placed the 
thymel^, or altar of Bacchus, round which the chorus moved on 
its first entrance, and where it stood while witnessing the acticm 
on the stage. The chorus entered by side passages leading 



Digitized by 



Google 



ANCIENT AND MODERN TRAGEDY. 283 

from the back of the (nojf^, on a lower level than that of the 
stage : nor did they ever leave their orchestra to mount the 
stage and mingle with the actors. The dressing-rooms and 
offices of the theatre were concealed behind the cKnviii. Above 
the stage was suspended an aerial platform for the gods, while 
subterranean stairs were constructed for the appearance of 
ghosts ascending from the nether regions. 

These details about the vast size of the theatre, its system 
of construction, and its exposure to the air, make it clear that 
no acting similar to that of the modem drama could have 
been possible on the Attic stage. Any one who has visited 
the Roman theatre of Orange, where the fiKi\v^ is still in toler- 
able preservation, must have felt that a classical audience 
could not have enjoyed the subtle intonations of the voice 
and the delicate changes in the features, expressive of varying 
passions, which constitute the charm of modem acting. Our 
intricate and minute effects were out of the question. Every- 
thing in the Greek theatre had to be colossal, statuesque, 
abnost stationary. The Greeks had so delicate a sense of 
proportion and of fitness that they adjusted their art to these 
necessities. The actors were raised on thick-soled and high- 
heeled boots : they wore masks, and used peculiar mouth- 
pieces, by means of which their voices were made more 
resonant The dresses which they swept along the stage were 
the traditional costumes of the Bacchic festivals — ^brilliant and 
trailing mantles, which added* volume to their persons. All 
their movements partook of the dignity befitting demigods 
and heroes. To suppose that these pompous figures were of 
necessity ridiculous would be a great mistake. Everything we 
know about Greek art makes it certain that in the theatre, no 
less than in sculpture and architecture, this nation of artists 
achieved a perfectly harmonious effect How dignified, for 
example, were their masks, may be imagined from the sculp- 
tured heads of Tragedy and Comedy preserved in the Vatican 
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— ^marble faces of sublime serenity, surmounted by the huge 
mass of curling hair, which was built up above the mask to 
add height to the figure. But in order to maintain the 
grandeur of these personages on the stage, it was necessary 
that they should never move abruptly or struggle violently. 
This is perhaps the chief reason why Greek Tragedy was so 
cahn and so processional in character, why all its vehement 
action took place off the stage, why some of its most impas- 
sioned expressions of emotion were cadenced in elaborate 
lyrics with a musical accompaniment An actor, mounted on 
his buskins, and carrying the weight of the tragic mask, could 
never have encountered a similar gigantic being in personal 
combat without betraying some awkwardness of movement or 
exhibiting some unseemly gesture. It was therefore necessary 
to create the part of the Messenger as an artistic correlative to 
the peculiarly artificial conditions of the stage. We find in the 
same circumstance a reason why the tragic situation was sus- 
tained with such intensity, why the action was limited to a 
short space of time and to a single locality, and why few 
changes were permitted in the characters during the conduct 
of the same piece. For the mask depicted one fixed cast of 
features ; and though, as in the case of CEdipus, who tears out 
his eyes in a play of Sophocles, the actor might appear twice 
upon the stage with different masks, yet he could not be con- 
stantly changing them. Therefore the strong point of the 
Greek dramatist lay in the construction of such plots and cha- 
racters as admitted of sustained and steady passion, whereas a 
modem playwright aims at providing parts which shall enable 
a great actor to exhibit lights and shades of varying expression. 
It still remains a problem how such parts as the Cassandra 
of i£schylus and the Orestes of Eturipides could have been 
adequately acted with a mask to hide the features ; but such 
effects as those for which Gairick, Rachel, and Talma were 
celebrated would have been utterly impossible at Athens. 
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In order to form any conception of a Greek drama, we must 
imbue our minds with the spirit of Greek sculpture, and 
animate some frieze or bas-relief) supplying the accompaniment 
of simple and magnificent music, like that of Gliick, or like the 
recitatives of Porpora. Flaxman's designs for ./Eschylus are 
probably the best possible reconstruction of the scenes of a 
Greek tragedy, as they appeared to the eyes of the spectators, 
relieved upon the background of the oKnvr\, Schlegel is justly 
indignant with those critics who affirm that the modem opera 
affords an exact parallel to the Greek Drama. Yet the com- 
bination of music, acting, scenery, and dancing in such an 
opera as Gliick's Otfeo^ or Cherubim's Medea^ may come 
nearer than anything else toward giving us a notion of one of 
the tragedies of Euripides. This remark must be qualified by 
the acknowledgment of a radical and fundamental difference 
between the two species of dramatic art Music, dancing, 
actmg, and scenery, with the Greeks, were sculptural, studied, 
stately ; with the modems they are picturesque, passionate, 
mobile. If the Opera at all resembles the Greek Drama, it is 
because of the highly artificial development of the histrionic 
art which it exhibits. The expression of passion in a stationary 
and prolonged aria, with which we are ^imiliar in the opera, 
and which is far removed fi'om nature, was of common occur- 
rence in Greek Tragedy.* 

* The scene in which Antigone takes leave of the Chorus within sight 
of her tomb is a good instance of this artifidal treatment of passionate 
situations in the Attic Drama. It has been censured by some critics as 
being unreasonably protracted. In reality it is in perfect accordance with 
the whole spirit of Greek Tragedy. The emotions are brought into 
artistic relief: the figures are grouped like mourners on a sculptured 
monument : the antiphonal dirges of the princess and her attendants set 
the pulses of our sjrmpathy in rhythmic movement, so that grief itself 
becomes idealized and glorified. The depth of feeling expressed, and the 
highly wrought form of its expression, together tend to rouse and chasten 
all that is profound and dignified in our emotions. Strophe after strophe, 
heart-beat by heart-beat, this wonderfully cadenced funeral song of her 



Digitized by 



Google 



286 THE GREEK POETS, 

So far we have been occupied with those characteristics of 
the ancient drama, which were immediately determined by the 
external circimistances of the Attic stage. I have tried to 
show that some of the most marked qualities of the work of 
art were necessitated by the conditions of its form. But other 
and not less important points of difference between the ancient 
and the modem drama were due to the subject-matter of 
the former. The Greek playwrights confined themselves to a 
comparatively narrow circle of mythical stories ;* each in suc- 
cession had recourse to Homer and to the poets of the Epic 
Cycle. iEschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, not to mention 
their numerous forgotten rivals, handled and rehandled the 
same themes. We have, for example, extant three tragedies, 
the Choephorce of iEschylus, the Eledra of Sophocles, and 
the Eledra of Euripides, composed upon precisely the same 
incident in the tale of Agamemnon's children. Modem dra- 
matists, on the contrary, start with the whole stuff of human 
history; they seek out their subjects where they choose, or 
invent motives with a view to the exhibition of varied character, 
force of passion, tragic effect ; nor have they any fixed basis of 
solid thought like the doctrine of Nem|sist whereon to rear 
their tragic superstructure. In this respect the Mystery Plays 
of the Catholic Church offer a close parallel to the Greek 
Drama. In these dramatic shows the whole body of Christian 
tradition — the Bible, the acts of the saints, and the doctrines 
of the Church about the Judgment and the final state of the 
soul — was used as the material from which to fashion sacred 
plays. But between the Mysteries and the early Attic tragedies 
there was one great point of difference. The sanctity of 
the Christian tradition, by givmg an immovable form to the 
legends, precluded all fi-eedom of the fancy. There could be 

who is the bride of Acheron proceeds until the marble gates are shut upon 
Antigone. 
* See pp. 22, 198. t See pp. 190—199. 
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no inventive action of the poefs mind when he was engaged 
in setting forth the mysteries of the Incarnation, the Atonement, 
or the final Judgment His object was to instruct the people 
in certain doctrines, and all he could do was to repeat over 
and over again the same series of events in which God had 
dealt with man. Therefore, when the true dramatic instinct 
awoke in modem Europe, the playwrights had to quit this 
narrow sphere of consecrated thoughts. Miracle plays were 
succeeded by Moralities, by Histories, and by the unfettered 
creations, of which Marlowe in England offered the first illus- 
trious examples. Had the Thespian interludes been as purely 
didactic in their object as the early Mystery Plays of the 
Church, we should either have possessed no Attic Drama at 
all or else have received firom the Greek poets a very different 
type of tragedy. As it was, the very essence of Greek religion 
reached its culminating point in art. So that the epical mytho- 
logy attained to final development in the firee artistic creations 
of Sophocles. Meanwhile the dramatists were hampered in 
their choice of subjects by the artificial restraints imposed 
upon them. They were never at liberty to invent. They were 
always botmd to keep in view the traditional interpretation of 
legends to which a semi-religious importance attached. 

Many distinctions between the ancient and the modem 
drama may be deduced firom this original difference in the 
sources of their materials. The conception of retributive 
justice pervades the whole tragedy of the Greeks; and the 
maintenance of this one animating idea is due no doubt in a 
great measure to the continued treatment of a class of subjects 
which not only remarkably exhibited its working, but which also 
were traditionally interpreted in its light The modem drama has 
no such central idea. Our tragedy imports no dominant reh'gious 
or moral conception into the sphere of art Even Shakspere 
and Goethe, the most highly moralized of modem drama- 
tists, have been contented with bringing close before our eyes 
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the manifold spectacle of human existence, wonderful and 
brilliant, from which we draw such lessons only as can be 
learned from life itself. They do not undertake, like the 
Greek tragedians, to supply the solution as well as the problem. 
It is enough for them to exhibit himianity in conflict, to enlist 
our sympathies on the side of what is noble, or to arouse our 
pity by the sight of innocence in misery. The struggle of 
Lear with his unnatural daughters, the death of Cordelia when 
the very doors of hope have just been opened ; Desdemona 
dying by her husband's knife, without one opportunity of ex- 
planation ; Imogen flouted as a Pithless wife ; Hamlet wrest- 
ling with Laertes in the grave of Ophelia; Juliet and Romeo 
brought Ijy a mistake to death in the May-time of their love ; 
Faust inflicting by his bitter gift of selfish passion woe after 
woe on Margaret and her family — these are the subjects of our 
tragedy. We have to content ourselves as we can with this 
" mask and antimask of impassioned life, breathing, moving, 
acting, suffering, laughing," and to moralize it as we may. The 
case is different with Greek Tragedy. There we always learn 
one lesson — rf Spatravri iraOtivj the guilty must suffer. It is 
only in a few such characters as Antigone or Polyxena that 
pure pathos seems to weigh down the balance of the Law. 

A minor consequence of the fixed nature of Attic Tragedy 
was that the dramatists calculated on no surprise in order to 
enlist the interest of their audience. The name, (Edipus or 
Agamemnon, informed the spectators what course the action of 
the play would take. The art of the poet therefore consisted 
in so displaying his characters, so preparing his incidents, and 
so developing the tragic import of the tale, as to excite atten- 
tion. From this arose a peculiar style of treatment, and in 
particular that Irony of which so much is spoken. The point, 
for example, about the (Edipus T^rannus was that the specta- 
tors knew his horrible story, but that he did not Therefore, 
every word he uttered in his pride of prosperity was charged 
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with sinister irony, was pregnant with doom. Every minute 
incident brought him nearer to the final crash, which all the 
while was ready waiting for him. In reading this tragedy of 
Sophocles we seem to be watching a boatful of careless persons 
gliding down a river, and gradually approaching its fall over a 
vast cliff. If we take interest in them, how terrible is our 
anxiety when they come within the irresistible current of the 
sliding water, how frightful is their cry of anguish when at last 
they see the precipice ahead, how horror-stricken is the silence 
with which they shoot the fall, and are submerged ! Of this 
nature is the interest of a good Greek tragedy. But in the case 
of the modem drama all is different When our Elizabethan 
ancestors went to the theatre to hear Othello for the first 
time, very few of them knew the story : as the play proceeded, 
they could not be sure whether lago would finally prevail. At 
every moment the outcome was doubtful. Tragic irony is 
therefore not a common element in the modem drama. The 
forcible exhibition of a new and striking subject, the gradual 
development of passions in fierce conflict, the utmost amount 
of pathos accumulated round the victims of malice or ill luck, 
exhaust the resources of the tragedian. The ancient dramatist 
piays with his cards upon the table : the modem dramatist 
conceals his hand. Euripides prefixed a prologue descriptive 
of the action to his pieces. Our tragedies open only with 
such scenes as render the immediate conduct of the play 
intelligible. 

Aristotle's definition of tragedy, founded upon a vast experi- 
ence, we need not doubt, of the best Greek dramas, offers an- 
other point of contrast between the ancient and the modem 
art " Tragedy," he says, " is an imitation of an action that 
is weighty, complete, and of a proper magnitude ; it proceeds 
by action and not by narration ; and it effects through pity and 
terror a purgation of these passions in the minds of the spec- 
tators," This definition, which has caused great difficulty for 

u 
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commentators, turns upon the meaning of the Kadaptri^* or pur- 
gation, which Tragedy is supposed to effect It is quite clear 
that a// poetry which stirs the feelings of pity and terror need 
not at the same time purge them in or from the souls of the 
listeners, except only in so far as true art is elevating and puri- 
fying. Therefore Aristotle must have had some special quality 
of the Tragic art to which he was accustomed, in his mind. 
His words seem to express that it is the function of the Tragic 
Drama to appeal to our deepest sympathies and strongest pas- 
sions, to arouse them, but at the same time to pacify them, and, 
as it were, to draw off the dangerous stuff that lies upon our 
soul, — to resolve the perturbation of the mind in some trans- 
cendental contemplation.t This is what the greatest Greek 
Tragedies achieve. They are almost invariably closed by some 
sentence of the Chorus in which the unsearchableness of God's- 
dealings is set forth, and by which we are made to feel that, 
after the fitful strife and fever of human wills, the eternal coun- 
sels of Zeus remain imchanged, while the moral order of the 
world, shaken and distorted by the passions of heroic sufferers,. 

• The word xdOapffiQ may very likely have been Dorrowed from medicine 
by Aristotle, and his meaning may therefore be that the surplus of the 
passions of which he speaks is litei'ally purged out of the mental system by 
the action of Tragedy. 

f Milton's description of the poet's function, in the Reason of C/turck 
Goi'ernmtnt urged against Prdacy^ contains a fine expansion of the 
phrase cd0ap<ric in these words : — ** To allay the perturbations of the mind, 
and set the affections in right tune." Milton in his oviai Samson Agonistes 
followed the Greek usage closely, and concluded the whole drama with a 
choric reflection upon the wisdom of God's dealings with the race of men. 
There again he expresses in the very last words of his play the same 
doctrine of KaOapvtc : — 

** His servants He, with new acquist 
Of true experience from this great event, 
With peace and consolation hath dismissed, 
And calm of mind, all passion spent" 
Hegel, in his doctrine of the Versohnung, or reconciliation of opposite 
passions in a contemplation which is above them and includes them, seems 
to have aimed at the same law as Aristotle. 
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abides in the serenity of the Ideal. Furthermore, there is in 
the very substance of almost all Greek tragedies a more ob- 
vious healing of woimds and restoration of harmony than 
this. The Trilogy of Prometheus was concluded by the 
absorption of the Titan's vehement will in that of Zeus. The 
Trilogy of Orestes ends with the benediction of Pallas and 
Phoebus upon the righteous man who had redeemed the errors 
of his house. We have a glimpse of Antigone bringing peace 
and joy to her father and brothers in Hades. The old (Edipus, 
after his life-wanderings and crimes and woes, is made a blessed 
Daemon through the mercy of propitiated deities. Hippolytus is 
reconciled to his father, and is cheered and cooled in his death- 
fever by the presence of the maiden Artemis. Thus the terror and 
pity which have been roused in each of these cases are allayed 
by the actual climax of the plot which has excited them : grief 
itself becomes a chariot for svumounting the sources of grief. 
But the modem drama does not offer this «idap<Ttc: its passions 
too often remain unreconciled in the iroriginal antagonism : the 
note on which the symphony terminates is not unfrequently 
discordant or exciting. Where is the i:a9ap<ric in King Lear 1 
Are oiu" passions purged in any definite sense by the dose of 
the first part of Faust ? We are rather left with the sense of 
inexpiable guilt and unalleviated suffering, with yearnings 
excited which shall never be quelled. The greatest works of 
modem fiction — the novels of Balzac, with their philosophy of 
wickedness triumphant ; the novels of George Eliot, with their 
dismal lesson of the feebleness of human effort ; the tragedies 
of Shakspere, with the silence of the grave for their conclu- 
sion — intensify and embitter that " struggle to be what we are 
not, and to do what we cannot " which Hazlitt gives as an 
equivalent for life. The greatest creative poet of this genera- 
tion writes iiydyKTi upon his title-page. The chief poet of the 
century makes his hero exclaim : 

** Entbehren sollst du, soUst entbehren.*' 
U 2 
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Such purification of the passions as modern art achieves is to 
be found most eminently in the choric movements of Handel, 
in the symphonies of Beethoven, in all the great achievements 
of music. Ancient art aimed at the perfect within definite limits, 
because human life in the ancient world was circumscribed by 
mundane limitations, and its conditions were unhesitatingly 
accepted. Our art aims at the infinite, because we are for ever 
striving after a completion which cannot be attained. It was 
not for nothing that Christianity, with its widening of spiritual 
horizons, closed the ancient and inaugurated the modem age : — 

** Une immense, esperance a travcrs^ la terre ; 
Malgr^ nous vers le ciel il faut lever les yeux. " 

In that fixed mood of restless expectation, in that persistent 
attitude of the soul upraised to sweep the heavens, there lies 
the secret of 'modem art Life to the Greek belonged to the 
category of to nipag : it was like a crystal in its well-defined 
consistency. Our life, whether we regard it from the point of 
view of science or of religion, belongs to the &Tnipoy: it is only 
one term of an infinite series the significance whereof is 
relative to the unknown quantities beyond it. . Consequently 
modem art is nowhere satisfied with merely aesthetic forms. 
The soul with its maladies imperiously demands expression. 
Michael Angelo was not contented, like Pheidias or Praxiteles, 
with carving the serenity of godlike men and women. In the 
figures upon the tombs of the Medici he fashioned four moods 
of the tortured, aching, anguished soul, to whom the burden of 
this life is all but intolerable. His frescoes in the Sistine 
Chapel are subordinated to the expression of one thought — 
the doom of God which will descend upon the soul of man. 
Christianity destroyed beyond all possibility of reconstmqtion 
the free, frank, sensuality of Paganism. It convicted humanity 
of sin, and taught men to occupy themselves with the internal 
warfare of their flesh and spirit as that which is alone eternally 
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important. Life itself, according to the modem formula, is a 
conflict which will be concluded one way or the other beyond the 
grave. Meanwhile upon this earth the conflict is undetermined. 
Therefore art, which reflects life, represents the battle, and 
dares not to anticipate its outcome. In this relation the very 
pathology of the soul becomes poetic. 'Epav o^vvariav, said the 
Greek proverb, Ko<roc r^c 4^x^c. But P amour de ^impossible — 
the straining of the soul after the infinite, the desire to approxi- 
mate in this world to a dream of the ecstatic fancy — all the 
rapture of saints, the self-denial of solitaries, the death in life of 
penitents — is not defined by us as a disease. On the contrary 
this passion for the impossible has been held through many 
centuries of modem history to be the truest sign of the soul's 
health ; and even where this superstition has not penetrated 
poets like Byron have prided themselves upon the same temper 
displayed in their extravagant yearnings. Don Juan, enormous 
in his appetite for pleasure, and rebellious on the grave's brink 
beneath the hand of God ; Faust, insatiable of curiosity, and 
careless of eternity in his lust for power: Tannhauser, pursuing 
to the end his double life of love too sweet to be abandoned 
and of conscience too acutely sensitive to be stilled \ these are 
our modem legends. These, with so little of mere action in 
them, so much of inner meaning and mental experience, yield 
the truest materials to our artists. Over and over again have 
Faust, Tannhauser, and Don Juan supplied the poet with 
subjects wherein no merely local or temporary tragedy is set 
forth but the destiny of the modem man is shown as in a magic 
mirror. Nor has the advent of science as yet restored our mind 
to that " passionless Bride, divine Tranquillity," which the 
Greeks enjoyed, and which alone could be the mother of 
such art as the antique. Although the sublime cheerful- 
ness of Goethe shows by way of forecast how the scientific 
mood may lead to this result hereafter, for the present 
science has deepened and complicated our most distressing 
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problems, has rendered the anxiety of man about his destiny still 
more cruel, has made him still more helpless in the effort to 
comprehend his relations to the Universe, by seeming to prove 
that his most cherished hypotheses are mere illusions. Like a 
spoiled child, who has been taught to expect too much, to 
think about himself too much, and to rely too much on flattery, 
humanity, shrinking from the cold calm atmosphere of science, 
still cries in feverish accents with St Paul : " If Christ be not 
risen, then are we of men most wretched ! " How strange 
would that sentence have sounded to Sophocles ! How well 
it suits the tragedy of Shakspere, which has for its ultimate 
Versohnung the hope, felt, though unexpressed, of St Paul's 
exclamation ! 

As a corollary to what has hitherto been said about the dif- 
ferences between the drama of Sophocles and that of Shakspere 
it follows that the former aims at depicting the destinies, and 
the latter the characters of men.* Shakspere exhibits individual 
wills and passions clashing together and producing varied 
patterns in the web of life. Sophocles unfolds schemes and 
sequences of doomed events where individual wills and passions 
play indeed their part but where they are subordinated to the 
idea which the tragedian undertakes to illustrate. A play of 
^schylus or Sophocles strikes us by the grandeur of the whole : 

* Character in a Greek play is never so minutely anatomized as in a 
modem work of fiction. We do not actually see the secret workings of 
the mainsprings of personality. We judge a hero of Sophocles by his 
actions and by his relations to other men and women more than by his 
soliloquies or by scenes specially constructed to expose his qualities. In 
this respect Greek Tragedy again resembles Greek Sculpture. As in their 
sculpture the Greek artists felt the muscular structure of the human frame 
with exquisite sensibility, while they did not obtrude it upon the spectator ; 
so in their tragedy the poets preferred to exhibit the results rather than to 
lay bare the process of mental and emotional activity. The modem 
tragedian shifts his ground somewhat, but he chooses an equally legitimate 
province of poetry when he discloses the inmost labyrinths in the character 
of a Hamlet or a Faust. 



Digitized by 



Google 



ANCIENT AND MODERN TRAGEDY. 295 

a play of Shakspere or Goethe overwhelms us by the force and 
frequence of combined and interacting motives. No analysis 
<:an be too searching or acute for the profound conception 
which pervades the Orestda of ^fechylus : but there is no single 
character in .^Eschylus or in Sophocles so worthy of minute 
investigation as that of Hamlet or of Faust. If a critic looks 
to the general effect of a tragedy, to the power of imagination 
displayed in its conception as a single work of art, he will 
prefer the Agamemnon to Macbeth ; but if he seek for the crea- 
tion of a complete and subtle human soul, he will abandon 
Clytemnestra for the Thane of Cawdor's wife. The antique 
drama aims at the presentation of tragic situations determined 
and controlled by some mysterious force superior to the agents. 
The modem aims at the presentation of tragic situations imme- 
diately produced and brought about by the free action of the 
dramatis personce. 

One advantage which the modem dramatist has over the 
ancient is that he may introduce very numerous persons in con- 
certed action without the danger of confusion, and that of these 
many may be female. It has been ably argued by De Quincey 
that the Attic tragedians had small opportunity of studying 
the female character, and that it would have been indecorous 
for them to have painted women with the perfect freedom of 
a Cleopatra or a Vittoria Corombona.* Consequently their 
women are either superficially and slightly sketched like Ismene 
and Chrysothemis ; or else they are marked by something mas- 
culine, as in the case of Clytemnestra and Medea ; or again 
they move our sympathy not by the perfection of their woman- 
liness but by the exhibition of some simple and sublime self- 
sacrifice; notable examples being the filial devotion of Antigone, 
the sisterly affection of Electra, the uncomplaining submission 
of Iphigeneia and Polyxena, the wifely self-abandonment of 

♦ This seems to have been the gist of one of the grudges of Aristophanes 
4igainst Euripides. 
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Alcestis, the almost frigid acquiescence in death of Makaria. 
The later Greek drama, and especially the drama of Euripides, 
abounded in these characters. They are incarnations of certain 
moral qualities. Like the masks which concealed the actor's face 
they show one fixed and sustained mood of emotion : we find 
in them no hesitancy and difficult resolve, no ebb and flow of 
wavering inclmation, but one immutable, magnificent, heroic 
fixity of purpose. In a word, they are conformed to the 
sculptural type of the Greek tragic art* 

* The most perfect female character in Greek poetry is the Antigone of 
Sophocles. She is purely Greek, unlike any modem woman of fiction 
except perhaps the Fedalma of George Eliot. In her filial piety, in her 
intercession for Polyneices at the knees of GSdipus, in her grief when her 
father is taken from her, she resembles the woman whom most men have 
learned to honour in their sisters or their daughters or their mother. But the 
Antigone, who defies Creon, who lays her life down lest her brother should 
receive no funeral dues, who marches to her living tomb in order that the 
curse-haunted corpse of Polyneices should have rest in Hades, appears to 
the modem mind a being from another sphere. A strain of unearthly 
music seems to announce her entrance and her exit on the stage. That the 
sacrifice of the sister's very life, the breaking of her plighted troth to 
Haemon, should follow upon the sprinkling of those few handfuls of dust — 
that she should give that life up smilingly, nor ever in her last hours breathe 
her lover's name, — is a tragic circumstance for which our sympathies are not 
prepared. It is almost in vain that we remember, first, that she has 
inherited a portion of her father's proud self-will, and then, that disaster 
after disaster, — the loss of CEdipus, the death of her two brothers, — ^has come 
huddling upon her in a storm of fate. In spite of all this she strikes us at 
the first as firigid. It is only after long contemplation of her perfect 
lineaments that we come to recognize a purity of passion, a fixity of 
purpose, a loyalty of kinship, a sublime sense of duty, raised far above the 
strain of common modem sentiment. Even Alfieri, in the noble outline- 
drawing he has sketched from Sophocles, could not refrain from violating 
the perfection of the picture by these final words : — 

" Emone, ah ! tutto io sento, 
Tutto r amor, che a te portava : io sento 
U dolor tutto, a cui ti lasda" 

None such are to be found in Sophocles upon the lips of the dying 
Antigone. She is all for her father and her brothers. The tragedy of 
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Owing to the very structure of the Attic stage Greek tragedy 
could never have recourse to those formless, vague, and unsub- 
stantial sources of terror and of charm which the modem 
dramatist has at his command. How could such airy nothings 
as the elves of the Tempest ^ the fairies of A Midsummer Night's 
Dream, or the witches of McLcbeth have been brought upon that 
colossal theatre in the full blaze of an Athenian noon ? Figures 
of Thanatos and of Lyssa did indeed appear : the ghost of 
Clytemnestra roused the sleeping Furies in the courts of 
Delphi : the phantom of Darius hovered over his grave. But 
these spectres were sculpturesque — such as Pheidias might 
have carved in marble, and such as we see painted on so-called 
Etruscan vases. They were not Banquo-apparilions gliding 
into visible substance from the vacant gloom and retiring 
thitherward again. When such creatures of the diseased imagi- 
nation had to be suggested, the seer, like Cassandra, before 
whose eyes the phantoms of the children of Thyestes passed, 
or Orestes, who drew his arrows upon an unseen cohort of 
threatening fiends, stared on vacancy. Shakspere dares at 
times to realize such incorporeal bemgs, to give to them a voice 
and a visible form. Yet it may be doubted whether even in 
his tremendous supernatural apparatus the voice which 
shrieked to Macbeth "Sleep no more!" the mutterings of 
Lady Macbeth in her somnambulism, the spectre which 
Hamlet saw and his mother could not see, the dream of 
Clarence with its cry of injured ghosts, are not really the most 
appalling. 

The Greek Drama owed its power to the qualities of regu- 
larity and simplicity: the strength of the modem lies in 
subtlety and multiplicity. The external conditions of the 
Attic theatre no less than the prevailing spirit of Greek tragic 

Hsemon belongs to Creon, not to her. None of the women of Euripides 
are so sublime as this. The situations he has invented for them are less 
complex ; their humanity is less perfect. 
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art forced this simplicity and regularity upon the ancient 
dramatists. These conditions do not occur in the modem 
world. We have our little theatres, Our limited audience, our 
unmasked actors, our scenical illusions, our freedom in the 
choice of subjects. Therefore to push the subtlety and multi- 
plicity of tragic composition to the utmost — to arrange for the 
most swift and sudden changes of expression in the actor, for 
the most delicate development of a many-sided character, for 
the most complicated grouping of contrasted forms, and for 
the utmost realization of imaginative incidents — is the glory 
of a Shakspere or a Goethe. The French dramatists made the 
mistake of clinging to the beggarly elements of the Attic stage, 
when they had no means of restoring its colossal grandeur. 
When it was open to them to rival the work of the ancients in 
a new and truly modern style, they hampered their genius 
by arbitrary rules, and thought that they were following the 
principles of the highest art, while they submitted to the mere 
necessities of a bygone form of presentation. If Racine had 
believed in Nemesis, if Versailles had afforded him a theatre 
and an audience like that of Athens, if his actors had worn- 
masks, if sculpture had been the dominant art of modem 
Europe, he would have been following the right track. As it 
was, he became needlessly formal. The same blind enthusiasm 
for antiquity led to the doctrine of the Unities, to the absti- 
nence from bloodshed on the stage, and to the restriction of 
a play to five acts. Horace had advised a dramatist not to 
extend his tragedy beyond the fifth act, nor to allow Medea to 
miwder her children within sight of the audience. All modem 
playwrights observe the rule of five acts : nor is there much 
to be said against it, except that the third act is apt to be 
languid for want of matter. But the Greeks disregarded 
this division: judging by the choric songs, we find that 
some of their tragedies have as many as seven, and some 
as few as two acts. Again, as to bloodshed on the stage, it 
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is probable that if the Greek actors had not been so 
clumsily arrayed, we should have had many instances of 
their violation of this rule, .^chylus discloses the shambles 
where Agamemnon and Cassandra lie weltering in their blood, 
and hammers a stake through the body of Prometheus. Sopho- 
cles exhibits CEdipus with eyes torn out and bleeding on his 
cheeks. Euripides allows the mangled corpse of Astyanax to be 
brought upon the stage in his father's shield. There is nothing 
more ghastly in an actual murder than in these spectacles 
of slaughter and mutilation. With reference to the Unities, 
the French critics demand that a drama shall proceed in the 
same place, and the pla3nimghts are at infinite pains to manage 
that no change of scene shall occur. But Aristotle, whose 
authority they claim, is silent on the point ; while the usage of 
the Greek Drama shows more than one change of place, — 
especially in the Ajax of Sophocles, and in the Eumenides of 
iEschylus, where the scene is shifted from the temple of Phoe- 
bus at Delphi to the Areopagus at Athens. Still the exigencies 
of the Greek theatre made it advisable to alter the centre of 
action as little as possible; and as a matter of convenience this 
requirement was complied with. The circumstances of our own 
stage have removed this difficulty, and it is only on the child- 
ish principle of maintaining an impossible illusion that the 
unity of place can be observed with any propriety. The unity 
of time has more to say for itsel£ Aristotle remarks that it is 
better to have a drama completed within the space of a day : 
this rule flows from his just sense of the proportion of parts ; 
a work of art ought to be such that the mind can easily com- 
prehend it at a glance. Yet many Greek plays, such as the 
Agememnon of -^schylus, where Agamemnon has time to 
return from Troy, or the Eumenides^ where Orestes performs 
the journey from Delphi to Athens, disregard this rule in 
cases where it required no strain of the mind to bridge over 
the space of a few unimportant days or hours. When in the 
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modem drama we are introduced to the hero of a play first as 
a child and then as a full-grown man, and are forced mean- 
while to keep our attention on his acts in the interval as im- 
portant to the dramatic evolution, there is a gross violation of 
aesthetical Unity. About the Unity of action all critia are 
agreed. It is the same as unity of interest, or imity of subject, 
the interest and the subject of a play being its action. A good 
tragedy must have but one action, just as a good epic or a good 
poem of any sort must have but one subject ; for the simple 
reason that, as the eye cannot look at two things at once, so the 
mind cannot attend to two things at once. Modem poets have 
been apt to disregard this canon of common sense : the imder- 
plots of many plays and the episodes of such epics as the 
Orlando of Ariosto are not sufficiently subordinated to the 
main design or interwoven with it. Aristotle is also right in 
saying that the unity of the hero is not the same as the unity 
of action : a play, for example, on the labours of Hercules 
could only be made a good drama if each labour were shown 
to be one step in the fulfilment of one divinely appointed task. 
Shakspere has complied with the canon of the Unity of action 
in all his tragedies. Whether Goethe has done so in Faust 
may admit of doubt The identity of his hero seems to him 
sufficient for the tragic imity of his piece : yet he has given us 
another centre of interest in Margaret, whose story is but a mere 
episode in the experience of Faust Unity of action in a 
tragedy, the very soul of which is action, is the same as oi^ganic 
coherence in a body ; and therefore, as every work of art ought, 
according to the energetic metaphor of Plato, to be a living 
creature, with head, trank and limbs all vitalized by one 
thought, this Unity is essential Admitting this point, we may 
fairly say that the other rules of French dramatic criticism are 
not only arbitrary but also founded on a mistake with regard 
to the Greek theatre and a misapprehension of the proper 
functions of the modem stage. Composing in obedience to . 
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them is like walking upon stilts in a country where there are 
no marshes to make the inconvenience necessary. 

In this* review of the differences between our own tragedy 
and that of the Greeks I have scarcely touched upon those 
primary qualities which differentiate all modem from ancient 
art. The " sentiment of the infinite," which Renan regards as 
the chief legacy of medievalism to modem civilization, and 
the preoccupation with the internal spirit rather than the 
external form which makes Music the essentially modem, as 
Sculpture was the essentially ancient art, are causes of innume- 
rable peculiarities in our conception of tragedy. I have hardly 
alluded to these, but have endeavoured to show that the immer- 
sion of Greek Tragedy in religious ideas, the fixed body of 
mythical matter handled by the Greek dramatists in succession, 
and the actual conditions of the Attic theatre will account for 
the greater number of those characteristics which distinguish 
Sophocles fix)m Shakspjsre, the prince of Greek firom the prince 
of modem tragic poets. 
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CHAPTER X. 
THE IDYLLISTS, 

Theocritus. — His Life. — ^The Canon of his Poems. — The meaning of the 
word IdylL — Bucolie Poetry in Greece, Rome, Modem Europe. — 
The Scenery of Theocritus. — Rebition of Southern Nature to Greek 
Mythology and Greek Art. — Rustic Life and Superstitions. — Feeling 
for Pure Nature in Theocritus.— How distinguished from the same 
feeling in Modem Poets.— Galatea. — Pharmaceutriae. — Hylas. — 
Greek Chivalry. — The Dioscuri. — ^Thalysia. — Bion. — ^The Lament 
for Adonis. — Moschus. — Europa. — Megara. — Lament for Bion. — 
The debts of Modem Poets to the Idyllists. 

Of the lives of Theocritus, Bion, and Moschus there is very little 
known, and that little has been often repeated. Theocritus was 
a Syracusan, the son of Praxagoras and Philinna. Some confu- 
sion as to his parentage arose from the fact that in the seventh 
Idyll Theocritus introduced himself under the artificial name of 
Simichidas, which led early critics to suppose he had a father 
called Simichus. It is however quite clear that the concurrent 
testimony of Suidas and of an epigram in the Anthology which 
distinctly asserts his descent from Praxagoras and Philinna, 
is to be accepted in preference to all conjectures founded 
on a nom de plutne, Theocritus flourished between 283 and 
263 B.c, but the dates and circumstances of his birth and death 
are alike unknown. We may gather inferentially or directiy 
from his poems that he sought the patronage of Ptolemy Phil- 
adelphus at Alexandria, and lived for some time among the men 
of letters at his court. Indeed Theocritus was the most bril- 
• liant ornament of that somewhat artificial period of literature ; 
he above all the Alexandrian poets carried the old genius of 
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Greece into new channels, instead of imitating, annotating, and 
rehandling ancient masterpieces. The sixth and seventh Idylls 
prove that Aratus, the astronomer, was a familiar friend of the 
Syracusan bard ; probably the frequent allusions to meteorology 
and the science of the stars which we trace in the poems of 
Theocritus may be referred to this intimacy. From the Idylls 
again we learn that the poet left Alexandria wearied with 
court life ; and, like Spenser, unwilling 

**To lose good nights that might be better spent, 
To waste long days in pensive discontent, 
To speed to«day, to be put back to morrow, 
To feed on hope, and pine with fear and sorrow." 

He seems however to have once more made trial of princely 
favour at the Syracusan court of Hiero, and to have been 
as much offended with the want of appreciation and good taste 
as with the illiberality that he foimd there. Among his friends 
were numbered Nicias, the physician of Miletus, and his 
wife Theugenis, to whom he addressed the beautiful little poem 
called iiKwuarn — ^a charming specimen of what the Greek muse 
could produce by way of vers de sociktL The end of his life is 
buried in obscurity. We can easily believe that he spent it 
quietly among the hills and fields of Sicily, in close communion 
with the nature that he loved so well. His ill success as a 
court poet does not astonish us ; the panegyrics of Hiero and 
Ptolemy are among his worst poems — mere pinchbeck when 
compared with the pure gold of the Idylls proper. It was in 
scenes of natural beauty that he felt at home, and when he 
died he left a volume of immortal verse, each line of which 
proclaims of him — " Et ego in Arcadii." We cannot give him 
a more fitting epitaph than that of his own Daphnis : — 

TOP Muffaig ^iXov dpipa, rbv ov "SifL^aifftv dirix^'/.* 



• Down to the dark stream he went ; the eddies drowned 
The muses' friend, the youth, the nymphs held dear. 
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If we know little of Theocritus, less is known of Bion. Suidas 
says that he was bom at Smyrna, and the elegy written on his 
death leads us to suppose that he lived in Sicily,- and died of 
poison wilfully administered by enemies. Theocritus, though 
his senior in age and as a Bucolic poet, seems to have survived 
him. Bion's elegist, from whom the few facts which we have 
related with regard to the poet of Smyrna's life and untimely 
death are gathered, has generally been identified with Moschus. 
Ahrens however with characteristic German minuteness and 
scepticism places the 'ETrcra^ioc B/wvoc upon a list oilncertorum 
Idyllia, Nor can it be denied that the author of this poem 
leads us to believe that he was a native of Magna Graecia, 
whereas Moschus is known to have been a Syracusan. The 
third and last of the Sicilian Idyllists, he stands at a great dis- 
tance from Theocritus in all essential qualities of pastoral com- 
position. He has more of the grammarian or man of erudition 
about him; and we can readily conceive him to have been, 
according to the account of Suidas, a friend of Aristarchus. Of 
the dates of his life nothing can be recorded with any certainty. 
He seems to have lived about the end of the third century 
B.C. During the short period in which Bucolic poetry flourished 
under Theocritus, Bion, and Moschus, Syracuse remained 
beneath the sceptre of Hiero. While the bloody strife was 
being waged between Rome and Carthage for the empire of 
the Mediterranean, Syracuse, intermediate between the two 
great combatants, was able not only to maintain a splendid 
independence under the sway of her powerful tyrant but also 
to afford the Romans signal aid upon the battle-fields of Sicily. 
In Sicily the sun of Greece still shone with some of its old 
radiance on the spots where, before Athens had assumed the 
intellectual supremacy of Hellas, poetry, philosophy, and all the 
arts of life had first displayed their splendid spring-time. The 
island in which the April of the Greek spirit had disclosed its 
earliest flowers now bore the last but not least lovely wTeath of 
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autumn. The winter was soon coming. Rome and her Verres 
were akeady looking upon Trinacria as their prey ; and the 
Idyllic garland was destined to crown with exotic blossoms 
the brows of Virgil. About the authenticity of many of the 
Idylls grave questions have been raised. It is hard to be- 
lieve that all the thirty which bear the name of Theocritus 
were really written by him. The 23rd and 25th, for instance, 
are not in his style ; while the 19th reminds us more of the 
Anacreontic elegance of Bion or Moschus than of his pecu- 
liarly vigorous workmanship. But without some shock to 
my feelings I cannot entertain the spuriousness of the 21st 
Idyll, which Ahrens places among the productions of some 
doubtful author. The whole series after the i8th have been 
questioned. These however include the Epical compositions 
of Theocritus, who might well have assumed a different manner 
when treating of Hercules or the Dioscuri from that in which 
he sang the loves of Lycidas and Daphnis. That they are 
inferior to his pastorals is not to be wondered at ; for he who 
blows his own flute with skill may not be therefore strong 
enough to sound the trumpet of Homer. Ahrens extends his 
scepticism to the lament for Bion, which, I confess, appears 
to me more full of fire and inventive genius than any other of 
the poems attributed to Moschus. Yet in these matters of 
minute evidence too much depends upon mere conjecture and 
comparison of styles for us to remove old landmarks with cer- 
tainty. Suppose all records of Raphael's works had been lost, 
and a few fragments of the Cartoons together -with the Trans- 
figuration and the little picture of the Sleeping Knight alone 
remained of all his paintings, would not some Ahrens be 
inclined to attribute the Sleeping Knight to a weaker if not 
less graceful artist of the Umbrian School ? The Allegro and 
Penseroso might by a similar process of disjunctive criticism 
be severed from the Paradise Lost, On the other hand, 
nothing can be more doubtful than assertions in favour of 
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authenticify. It is almost impossible for a foreigner to per- 
ceive minute differences of style- in the works of two con- 
temporary poets, and infinitely more difficult for a modem 
to exercise the same exact discrimination in deciding on 
the monuments of classic art Schlegel, in his History of 
Dramatic Literature^ asserts that he discovers no internal 
difference between Massinger and Fletcher. Yet an English 
student is struck by. the most marked divergences of feeling, 
language, natural gifts, and acquired habits of thought in these 
two dramatists. Thus the difficulty of such criticism is two- 
fold. If a Syracusan of 200 B.a could discuss our lucubra- 
tions on the text of the Bucolic poets, he would probably in 
one case express astonishment at our having ascribed two 
dissimilar Idylls to Theocritus, and in another case explain 
away our scepticism by enumerating the three or foiu: suc- 
cessive manners of the poet Theocritus, Bion, and Moschus 
are the Eponyms of Idyllic poetry. To each belongs a 
peculiar style. It is quite possible that some Idylls of suc- 
cessful imitators whose names have been lost may have bfeen 
fathered upon the three most eminent foimders of the school. 
The name of the Idyll sufficiently explains its nature. It is a 
little picture. Rustic or town life, legends of the gods, and 
passages of personal experience supply the idyllist with sub- 
jects. He does not treat them lyrically, following rather the 
rules of epic and dramatic composition. Generally there is a 
narrator, and in so far the Idyll is epic ; its verse too is the 
hexameter. But occasionally the form of dramatic monologue, 
as in the Pharmaceutrioy or that of dramatic dialogue, as in 
the Adoniazusce^ takes the place of narrative. Bion's lament 
for Adonis again is a kind of sacred hymn ; while the dirge 
on Bion's death is elegiac. Two Idylls of Theocritus are 
encomiastic ; several celebrate the deeds of ancestral Doric 
heroes — Heracles and the Dioscuri. One is an epistle. Many 
of Bion's so-called Idylls differ litde, except in metre, from the 
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Anacreontics, while one at least of the most highly finished 
pieces of Theocritus must be ranked with erotic poetry of the 
purely lyrical order. It will be seen from these instances that 
the idyllic genus admitted many species, and that the Idyllists 
were far from being simply pastoral poets. This form of com- 
position was in fact the growth of a late age of Greek art, 
when the great provinces had been explored and occupied, 
and when the inventor of a new style could legitimately adopt 
the tone and manner of his various predecessors. Perhaps the 
plastic arts determined the direction of idyllic poetry, suggest- 
ing the name and supplying the poet with models of com- 
pact and picturesque treatment In reading the Idylls it 
should never be forgotten that they are pictures, so studied 
and designed by their authors : they ought to affect us in the 
same way as the bas-reliefs and vases of Greek art, in which 
dramatic action is presented at a moment of its evolution, and 
beautiful forms are grouped together with such simplicity as to 
need but littie story to enhance their value. If we approach 
the Idylls from this point of view, and regard them as very 
highly finished works of decorative art, we shall probably be 
able to enjoy their loveliness without complaining that the 
shepherds and shepherdesses are too refined, or that the land- 
scapes have not been drawn from nature. 

Without discussing the whole hackneyed question of 
Bucolic poetry, a word must be said about its origin, and 
about the essential difference between Theocritus and 
modem pastorals. It is natural to suppose that country 
folk, from the remotest period of Greek history, refreshed 
themselves with dance and song, and that music formed 
a part of their religious ceremonials. The trials of strength 
which supply the motive of so many Theocritean Idylls 
were quite consistent with the manners of the Greeks, who 
brought all rival claims of superiority to the touchstone of 
such contests. Their antiquity in the matter of music may be 
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gathered from the legends of Pan and Apollo, and of Apollo 
and Marsyas. Ehoebus, in the character of shepherd to 
Admetus, gave direct sanction to Bucolic minstrelsy. In 
respect of bodily strengtii, the gymnastic rivalry of Olympia 
and other great Hellenic centres was so important as to deter- 
mine the chronology of Greece, — while even claims to per- 
sonal beauty were decided by the same trial: the three 
goddesses submitted to the arbitration of Paris ; and there 
were in many states dpiertia of physical charms, not to men- 
tion the boys* prize for kisses at Nisaean Megara. Bucolic 
poetry may therefore be referred to the pastoral custom of 
shepherds singing together and against each other at festivals 
or on the green. It was the genius of Theocritus in all 
probability which determined the Doric and Sicilian character 
of the Idylls we possess. He, a Syracusan and a Dorian, per- 
fected the genr^y and was followed by his imitators. Nothing 
can be more simple and lifelike than the conversations of his 
rustics, or more nicely discriminated than the pedestrian style 
of their dialogue and the more polished manner of their 
studied songs. The poet has no doubt invested these rural 
encounters with the imaginative beauty which belongs to art. 
He has attributed to Coiydon and Thyrsis much of his own 
imagination and delicate taste and exquisite sense of natural 
loveliness. Had he refrained from doing so, his Idylls would 
not have challenged the attention and won the admiration of 
posterity. As it is, we find enough of rustic grossness on his 
pages, and may even complain that his cowherds and goat- 
herds savour too strongly of their stables. Of his appreciation 
of scenery it is difficult to speak in terms of exaggerated 
praise. As I purpose to discuss this subject more minutely 
further on, it may here be enough to remark that he alone 
of pastoral poets drew straight from nature, and fully felt 
the charm which underlies the facfs of rustic life. In com- 
parison with Theocritus, Bion and Moschus are affected and 
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insipid. Their pastorals smack of the study more than of the 
fields. Virgil not only lacks his vigour and enthusiasm for 
the open-air life of the country, but, with Roman bad taste, he 
commits the capital crime of allegorizing. Virgil's pernicious 
example infected Spenser, Milton, and a host of inferior 
imitators, flooding literature with dreary pastorals in which 
shepherds discussed politics, religion, and court-gossip, so 
that at last Bucolic poetry became a synonyme for every- 
thing affected and insipid Poetry flourishes in cities, where 
rustic song must always be an exotic plant To analyze 
Poliziano, Sanazarro, Guarini, Tasso, Spenser, Fletcher, 
Jonson, fiamfield, Browne, Pope, etc, and to show what 
strains of natural elegance adorn their imitations of the 
ancients, would be a very interesting but lengthy task. As 
society became more artificial, especially at Florence, Paris, 
and Versailles, the taste for pseudo-pastorals increased. Court- 
ladies tucked up their petticoats and carried crooks with 
ribbons at their tops, while Court-poets furnished aristocratic 
Corydons with smooth verses about pipes and pine-trees, and 
lambs and wattled cotes. The whole was a dream and a 
delusion ; but this mirage of rusticity appropriated the name of 
pastoral, and reflected discredit even on the great and natural 
Theocritus. At length this genre of composition, in which 
neither invention nor observation nor truth nor excellence of 
any kind except inglorious modulation of old themes was 
needed, died a natural death ; and the true Bucolic genius 
found firesh channels. Crabbe revived an interest in village 
life; Bums sang immortal lyrics at the plough; Goethe 
achieved a masterpiece of Idyllic delineation ; Wordsworth 
reasserted the claims of natural simplicity; Keats ex- 
pressed the sensuous charms of rustic loveliness ; Tennyson 
and Barnes have written rural idylls in the dialects of 
Lincolnshire and Dorsetshire ; while other writers are 
pursuing similar lines of composition. Theocritus, it is 
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true, differs widely from these poets both in his style and 
matter. But he deserves to rank among the most realistic 
artists of the nineteenth century on account of his simplicity 
and perfect truth to nature. In reading him we must divest 
ourselves of any prejudices which we have acquired from the 
perusal of his tasteless imitators. We must take his volume 
with us to the scenes in which he lived, and give him a 
fair trial on his own merits. 

It is on the shores of the Mediterranean — at Sorrento, at 
Amalfi, or^ear Palermo, or among the valleys of Mentone, — that 
we ought to study Theocritus, and learn the secret of his charm. 
Few of us pass middle life without visiting one or other of 
these sacred spots, which seem to be the garden of perpetual 
spring. Like the lines of the Sicilian idyllist, they inspire an 
inevitable and indescribable ttoOoc, touching oiu: sense of beauty 
with a subtle power, and soothing our spirits with the majesty 
of classical repose. Straight from the sea-beach rise mountains 
of distinguished form, not capped with snow or clothed with 
pines, but carved of naked rock. We must accept their beauty 
as it is, nude, well defined, and unadorned, nor look in vain 
for the mystery or sublimity or picturesqueness of the Alps. 
Light and colour are the glory of these mountains. VaUeys 
divide their flanks, seaming with shadow-belts and bands of 
green the broad hillside, while lower down the olives spread a 
hoary greyness and soft robe of silver mist, the skirts of which 
are kissed by tideless waves. The harmony between the beauty 
of the olive boughs and the blue sea can be better felt than 
described. Guido, whose subtlety of sentiment was very rare, 
has expressed it in one or two of his earliest and best pictures 
by graduated tones of silver, azure, and cool grey. The de- 
finite form and sunny brightness of the olive-tree suits our 
conception of the Greek character. It may well have been 
the favourite plant of the wise and calm Athen^. Oaks with 
their umbrageous foliage, pine-trees dark and mournful upoa 
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Alpine slopes, branching limes, and elms' in which the wind 
sways shadowy masses of thick leaves, belong, with their huge 
girth and gnarled boles and sombre roofage, to the forests of 
the North, where nature is rather an awful mother than a kind 
foster-nurse and friend of man. In northern landscapes the 
eye travels through vistas of leafy boughs to still, secluded 
crofts and pastures, where slow-moving oxen graze. The 
m3rstery of dreams and the repose of meditation haunt our mas- 
sive bowers. But in the South, the lattice-work of olive boughs 
and foliage scarcely veils the laughing sea and bright blue sky, 
while the hues of the landscape find their climax in the daz- 
zling radiance of the sun upon the waves, and the pure light of 
the horizon. There is no concealment and no melancholy 
here. Nature seems to hold a never-ending festival and dance, 
in which the waves and sunbeams and shadows join. Again, in 
northern scenery, the rounded forms of full-foliaged trees suit 
the imdulating country, with its gentle hills and brooding clouds ; 
but in the South the spiky leaves and sharp branches of the 
olive carry out the defined outlines which are everywhere 
observable through the broader beauties of mountain and valley 
and sea-shore. Serenity and intelligence characterize this 
southern landscape, in which a race of splendid men and 
women lived beneath the pure light of Phcebus, their ancestral 
god Pallas protected them, and golden Aphrodite favoured 
them with beauty. Nations as great and noble have arisen 
among the oak and beech woods of the North ; strong-sinewed 
warriors, heroic women, counsellors with mighty brains, and 
poets on whose tongue the melody of music lingers like a 
charm. But the Greeks alone owned the gift of innate beauty and 
unerring taste. The human form upon those bare and sunny 
hills, beneath those twinkling olive boughs, beside that sea 
of everlasting laughter, reached its freedom ; and the spirit of 
human loveliness was there breathed fully into all the forms of 
art Poetry, sculpture, architecture, music, dancing, all became 
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the language of that moderate and lucid harmony which we 
discover in the landscape of the Greeks. Olives are not how- 
ever by any means the only trees which play a part in' idyllic 
scenery. The tall stone pine is even more important; for, 
underneath its shade the shepherds loved to sing, hearing 
the murmur in its spreading roof, and waiting for the cones 
with their sweet fruit to fall. Near Massa, by Sorrento, there 
are two gigantic pines so placed that, lying on the grass be- 
neath them, one looks on Capri rising from the sea, Baiae, 
and all the bay of Naples sweeping round to the base of Vesu- 
vius. Tangled growths of olives, oranges, and rose-trees fill 
the garden-ground along the shore, while far away in the dis- 
tance pale Inarime sleeps, with her exquisite Greek name, a 
virgin island on the deep. In such a place we realize Theocri- 
tean melodies, and find a new and indestructible loveliness in 
the opening line of his first idyll : — 

alv rt rb }f/iOvpi<rfia cat a wirwf, atVoXf, rriva. 

These pines are few and far between; growing alone or 
in pairs they stand like monuments upon the hills, their 
black forms sculptured on the cloudlike olive groves, from 
which at intervals spring spires and columns of slender 
cypress-trees. 

Here and there in this bright garden of the age of gold 
white villages are seen, and solitary cottage roofs high up 
among the hills, — dwellings perhaps of Amaryllis, whom the 
shepherds used to serenade. Huge fig-trees lean their weight 
of leaves and purple fruit upon the cottage walls, while cherry- 
trees and apricots snow the grass in spring with a white wealth 
of April blossoms. The stone walls and little wells in the 
cottage garden are green with immemorial moss and ferns, and 
fragrant with gadding violets that ripple down their sides, and 
chequer them with blue. On the wilder hills you find patches 
of ilex and arbutus glowing with crimson berries and white 
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waxen bells, sweet myrtle rods and shafts of bay, frail tamarisk 
and tall tree-heaths that wave their frosted boughs above your 
head. Nearer the shore, the lentisk grows, a savoury shrub, 
with cytisus and aromatic rosemary. Clematis and polished 
garlands of tough sarsaparilla wed the shrubs with clinging, 
climbing arms ; and here and there in sheltered nooks the 
vine shoots forth luxuriant tendrils bowed with grapes, 
stretching from branch to branch of mulberry or elm, fling- 
ing festoons on which young loves might sit and swing, or 
weaving a lattice-work of leaves across the open shed. Nor 
must the sounds of this landscape be forgotten, — sounds 
of bleating flocks, and murmuring bees, and nightingales, 
and doves that moan, and running streams, and shrill 
cicadas, and hoarse frogs, and whispering pines. There is 
not a single detail which a patient student may not verify 
from Theocritus. 

Then too it is a landscape in which sea and country are 
never sundered. This must not be forgotten of Idyllic scenery ; 
for it was the warm sea-board of Sicily, beneath protecting 
heights of iEtna, that gave birth to the Bucolic muse. The 
intermingling of pastoral and sea life is exquisitely allegorized 
in the legend of Galatea ; and on the cup which Theocritus 
describes in his first Idyll the fisherman plays an equal part 
with the shepherd youths and the boy who watches by the vine- 
yard wall The higher we climb upon the mountain-side the 
more marvellous is the beauty of the sea, which seems to rise 
as we ascend, and stretch into the sky. Sometimes a little 
flake of blue is framed by olive boughs, sometimes a turning 
in the road reveals the whole broad azure calm below. Or 
after toiling up a steep ascent we fall upon the undergrowth 
of juniper, and lo ! a double sea, this way and that, divided by 
the sharp spine of the jutting hill, jewelled with villages along 
its shore, and smiling with fair islands and silver sails. Upon 
the beach the waves come tumbling in, swaying the corallines 
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anci green and purple sea-weeds in the pools. Ceaseless beat- 
ing of the spray has worn the rocks into jagged honeycombs, 
on which lazy fishermen sit perched, dangling their rods like 
figures in Pompeian frescoes. 

In landscapes such as these we are readily able to 
imderstand the legends of rustic gods; the metamorphoses 
of Syrinx, Narcissus, Echo, Hyacinthus, and Adonis ; 
the tales of slumbering Pan, and homed satyrs, and 
peeping fauns, with which the Idyllists have adorned thdr 
simple shepherd songs. Here, too, the Oread dwellers of the 
woods, and dryads, and sylvans, and water-nymphs, seem 
possible. They lose their unreality and mythic haziness ; for 
men themselves are more a part of Nature here than in the 
North, more fit for companionship with deities of stream and 
hill Their labours are lighter, and their food more plentiful 
Summer leaves them not, and the soil yields fair and graceful 
crops. There is sturely some difference between hoeing turnips 
and trimming olive boughs, between tending turkeys on a 
Norfolk common and leading goats to browse on cytisus 
beside the shore, between the fat pasturage and bleak winters 
of our midland counties and the spare herbage of the South 
dried by perpetual sunlight. It cannot be denied that men 
assimilate something from their daily labour, and that the 
poetry of rustic life is more evident upon Mediterranean shores 
than in England. 

Nor must the men and women of classical landscape be 
forgotten. When we read of the Idylls of Theocritus, and 
wish to see before us Thestylis, and Daphnis, and Lycidas, we 
have but to recall the perfect forms of Greek sculpture. We 
may for instance summon to our mind the Endymion of the 
Capitol, nodding in eternal slumber, with his sheep-dog slumber- 
ing by — or Artemis stepping from her car ; her dragons coil 
themselves between the shafts and fold their plumeless wings — 
or else Hippolytus and Meleager booted for the boar-chase — 
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or Bacchus finding Ariadne by the sea-shore; maenads and 
satyrs are airested in their dance ; flower-garlands fall upon 
the path ; or a goat-legged satyr teaches a young faun to play ; 
the pipe and flute are there, and firom the boy's head fall long 
curls upon his neck — or Europa drops anemone and crocus 
from her hand, trembling upon the bull as he swims onward 
through the sea — or tritons blow wreathed shells, and dolphins 
splash the water— or the eagle's claws clasp Ganymede, 
and bear him up to Zeus— or Adonis lies wounded, and 
wild Aphrodite spreads himgry arms, and wails with rent robes 
tossed above her head. From the cabinet of gems we draw a 
Love, blind, bound, and stung by bees ; or a girl holding an 
apple in her hand; or a young man t3dng on his sandal. 
Then there is the Praxitelean genius of the Vatican who might 
be Hylas, or Uranian Er6s, or Hymenaeus, or curled Hyacin- 
thus — the faim who lies at Munich overcome with wine, his 
throat bare, and his deep chest heaving with the breath of 
sleep — Hercules strangling the twin snakes in his cradle, or 
ponderous with knotty sinews and huge girth of neck — Demeter, 
holding fruits of all sorts in one hand and corn-stalks in the 
other, sweeping her full raiment on the granary floor. Or else 
we bring again the pugilists from Caracalla's bath, — ^bruised 
ears and feces, livid with unheeded blows, — their strained arms 
bound with thongs, and clamps of iron on their fists. Proces- 
sions move in endless line, of godlike youths on prancing steeds, 
of women bearing baskets full of cakes and flowers, of oxen 
lowing to the sacrifice. The Trojan heroes fall with smiles 
upon their lips ; the Athlete draws the strigil down his arm ; 
the sons of Niobe lie stricken, beautiful in death. Cups too 
and vases help us, chased with figures of all kinds, — dance, 
festival, love-making, rustic sacrifice, the legendary tales of 
hate and woe, the daily Idylls of domestic life. 

Such are some of the works of Greek art which we may use 
in our attempt to realize Theocritus. Nor need we neglect the 
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monuments of modem painting — Giorgione's pastoral pictures 
of piping men, and maidens crowned with jasmine flowers, or 
the Arcadians of Poussin reading the tale of death upon the 
gravestone, and its epitaph — " Et ego." 

To reconstruct the mode of life of the Theocritean dramaiis 
persona is not a matter of much difficulty. Pastoral habits are 
singularly unchangeable, and nothing strikes us more than the 
recurrence of familiar rustic proverbs, superstitions, and ways 
of thinking which we find in the Idyllic poets. The mixture 
of simplicity and shrewdness, of prosaic interest in worldly 
affairs and of an unconscious admiration for the poetry of 
nature, which George Sand has recently assigned with delicate 
analysis to the Bucolic character in her Idylls of Nohant, meets 
us in every line of the Sicilian pastorals. On the Mediterranean 
shores too the same occupations have been carried on for 
centuries with little interruption. The same fields are being 
ploughed, the same vineyards tilled, the same olive-gardens 
planted, as those in which Theocritus played as a child. The 
rocks on which he saw old Olpis watching for the tunnies, with 
fishing-reed and rush basket, are still haunted through sunny 
hours by patient fishermen. Perhaps they cut their reeds and 
rushes in the same river-beds ; certainly they use the same sort 
of iroXajuoc. The goats have not forgotten to crop cytisus and 
myrtle, nor have the goat-herds changed their shaggy trousers 
and long crooks. You may still pick out a shepherd lad among 
a hundred by his skin and cloak. It is even said that the 
country ditties of the Neapolitans are Greek ; and how ancient 
is the origin of local superstitions who shall say ? The country 
folk still prefer, like Comatas in the fifth Idyll, garden-grown 
roses to the wild eglantine and anemones of the hedgerow, 
scorning what has not required some cost or trouble for its 
cultivation. Gretchen's test of love by blowing on thistle-down 
does not differ much fi-om that of the shepherd in the third 
Idyll. Live blood in the eye is still a sign of mysterious im- 
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portance"(Idyll iii. 36). To spit is still a remedy against the 
evil eye (vii. 39). Eunica, the town girl, still turns up her nose 
at the awkward cowherd ; city and country are not yet wholly 
harmonized by improved means of locomotion. Then the people 
of the South are perfectly unchanged ; the fisher bo)rs of Castel- 
lamare ; the tall straight girls of Capri singing as they walk 
with pitchers on their heads and distaffs in their hands ; the 
wild Apulian shepherds ; the men and maidens laughmg in the 
olive-fields or vineyards; the black-browed beauties of the 
Cornice trooping to church on Sundays with gold earrings, and 
with pink tulip-buds in their dark hair. One thing however is 
greatly altered. Go where we will, we find no statues of Priapus 
and the Nymphs. No lambs are sacrificed to Pan. No honey 
or milk, is poured upon the altars of the rustic Muse. The 
temples are in ruins. Aloes and cactuses have invaded the 
colonnades of Girgenti, and through the halls of Psestum winds 
whistle, and sunbeams stream unheeded. But though the gods 
are goi\e, men remain unaltered. A little less careless, a little 
more superstitious they may be; but their joys and sorrows, 
their vices and virtues, their loves and hates, are still the same. 
Such reflections are trite and commonplace. Yet who can resist 
the force of their truth and pathos ? 

ovx «/«Tv rov'Epitfra ftovotg irtx\ •»»€ UoKiVfUCf 
Niffja, tfrivi rovTO Oi&v toku TiKvov iytvro* 
o^X ^H"^^ ^^ "^^^^ irpdrotc KoKd ^ivtrai 4/ifC) 
of Bvarol wi\6fna9a^ rd S* avpiov oiK iffopw/icc^- 

said Theocritus, looking back into the far past, and remem- 
bering that the gifts of love and beauty have belonged to men 
from everlasting. With what redoubled force may we, after the 
lapse of twenty centuries, echo these words, when we tread the 
ground he knew, and read the songs he sang ! His hills stir 
our vague and yearning admiration, his sea laughs its old laugh 
of waywardness and glee, his flowers bloom yearly, and fade in 
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the spring, his pine and olive branches overshadow us, we 
listen to the bleating of his goats, and taste the sweetness of 
the springs from which he drank, the milk and honey are as 
fresh upon our lips, the wine in winter by the woodfire, when 
the winds are loud, is just as fragrant, youth is still youth, nor 
have the dark-eyed maidens lost their charm. Truly oJrx "A'*'' 
rh. JcaXa TrpaVocc «:aXa ^oivirai il\\uq. In this consists the power 
of Theocritean poetry. It strikes a note which echoes through 
our hearts by reason of its genuine simplicity and pathos. The 
thoughts which natural beauty stirs in our minds find their 
embodiment in his sweet strange verse ; and though since his 
time the world has grown old, though the gods of Greece have 
rent their veils and fled with shrieks from their sanctuaries, 
though in spite of ourselves we turn our feces skyward from the 
earth, though emaciated saints and martyrs have supplanted 
Adonis and the Graces, though the cold damp shades of Cal- 
vinism have chilled our marrow and our blood, yet there remain 
deep down within our souls some primal sympathies with nature, 
some instincts of the Faun, or Satyr, or Sylvan, which educa- 
tion has not quite eradicated. " The hand which hath long 
time held a violet does not soon forego her fragrance, nor the 
cup from which sweet wine hath flowed his fragrance." 

I have dwelt long upon the peculiar properties of classical 
landscape as described by the Greek idyllists, and as they still 
exist for travellers upon the more sheltered shores of the Medi- 
terranean, because it is necessary to understand them before 
we can appreciate the trtith of Theocritus. Of late years much 
has been written about the difference between classical and 
lem ways of regarding landscape. Mr. Ruskin has tried 
ersuade us that the ancients only cared for the more culti- 
d parts of nature, for gardens or orchards, fix)m which food 
rofit or luxurious pleasure might be derived. And in this 
r there is no doubt some tnith. The Greeks and Romans 
I far less attention to inanimate nature than we do, and 
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were beyond all question repelled by the savage grandeur of 
marine and mountain scenery, preferring landscapes of smiling 
and cultivated beauty to rugged sublimity or the picturesque- 
ness of decay. In this they resembled all southern nations. 
An Italian of the present day avoids ruinous places and soli- 
tudes however splendid. Among the mountains he complains 
of the briUto paese in which he has to live, and is always longing 
for town gaieties and the amenities of civilized society. The 
ancients again despised all interests that pretended to rival 
the paramount interest of civic or military life. Seneca's 
figurative expression, circum flosculos occupatur^ might be 
translated literally as applied to a trifler, to denote the scorn 
which thinkers, statesmen, patriots, and generals of Greece and 
Rome felt for mere rural prettiness ; while Quinctilian's verdict 
on Theocritus (whom however he allows to be admirdbilis in 
suo gmere)y musa ilia rusiica et fastoralis non forum modo verum 
ipsam etiam urbem reformidat^ characterizes the insensibility of 
urban intellects to a branch of art which we consider of high 
importance. But it is very easy to overstrain this view, and 
Mr. Ruskin, we think, has laid an undue stress on Homer in 
his criticism of the classics; whereas it is among the later 
Greek and Roman poets that the analogy of modem literature 
would lead us to expect indications of a genuine taste for un- 
adorned nature. These signs the Idyllic poets amply supply; 
but in seeking for them we must be prepared to recognize a 
very different mode of expression from that which we are used 
to in the florid poets of the modem age. Conciseness, sim- 
plicity, and an almost prosaic accuracy are the never-filing 
attributes of classical descriptive art Moreover humanity is 
always more present to their minds than to ours. Nothing 
evoked sympathy from a Greek unless it appeared before him 
in a human shape, or in connection with some human senti- 
ment The ancient poets do not describe inanimate nature 
as such, or attribute a vague spirituality to fields and clouds. 
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That feeling for the beauty of the world which is embodied in 
such poems as Shelley's Ode to the West Wifid gave birth in 
their imagination to definite legends, involving some dramatic 
interest and conflict of passions. We who are apt to look for 
rhapsodies and brilliant outpourings of eloquent fancy can 
scarcely bring ourselves to recollect what a delicate sense of 
nature and what profound emotions are implied in the con- 
ceptions of Pan and Hyacinthus and Galatea. The misuse 
which has been made of mythology by modem writers has 
effaced half its vigour and charm. It is only by returning to 
the nature which inspired these myths that we can reconstruct 
their exquisite vitality. Different ages and nations express 
themselves by diff*erent forms of art Music appears to be 
dominant in the present period ; sculpture ruled among the 
Greeks, and struck the keynote for all other arts. Even those 
sentiments which in our mind are most vague, the admiration 
of simset skies, or flowers or copsewoods in spring, were ex- 
pressed by them in the language of definite human form. 
They sought to externalize and realize as far as possible, not 
to communicate the inmost feelings and spiritual suggestions 
arising out of natiual objects. Nef er advancing beyond cor- 
poreal conditions, they confined themselves to form, and sacri- 
ficed the charm of mystery, which is incompatible with very 
definite conception. It was on this account that sculpture, 
the most exactly imitative of the arts, became literally Archi- 
tectonic among the Greeks. And for a precisely similar reason 
music, which is the most abstract and subjective of the arts, 
the most evanescent in its material, and the vaguest, assumes 
the chief rank among modem arts. Sculpture is the language 
of the body, music the language of the soul. Having once 
admitted their peculiar mode of feeling Nature, no one can 
deny that landscape occupies an important place in Greek 
literatiure. Every line of Theocritus is vital with a strong 
passion for natural beauty, incarnated in myths. But even in 
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descriptive poetry he is not deficient His list of trees and 
flowers is long, and the epithets with which they are characterized 
are very exquisite, — not indeed brilliant with the inbreathed 
fancy of the North, but so perfecdy appropriate as to define 
the special beauty of the flower or tree selected. In the same 
way, a whole scene is conveyed in a few words by mere con- 
ciseness of delineation, or by the artful introduction of some 
incident suggesting human emotion. Take for example this 
picture of the stillness of the night : — 

i\vilt fTiyf fiiv trovroc, aiyHivri S* dfJTai' 

a d* i/td ov <Tiyf arkpPiav ivTo<r$tv di>ta, 

d\X* ixi Ttivtp irava caraiOo/tai, of fu raXaivav 

dvTt yvpaiKbc WfjKf Kaxdv cat dirdpOivov lifjitv,* 

Idyll ii. 38-41. 
Or this :— 

aXXd TV \»,\v xa'ipoioa iror* utKtavbu rpkin iruiKovQ 
voTvCj iyut c* oiaut rbv Ifibv irovov, Stoinp vTriarav, 
Xatpc, liXavaia XiTrapoxpof x^^P^t^ ^\ aXXoi 
<4<rWp<c> tvKt)\oio Kar* avrvya Vvktoq oiradoi.'f 

Idyll ii. 163 ^ seqq. 

Or this of a falling star : — 

KarypiTTt ^ »c /<sXay vowp 
aOpooc, i>Q oKa irvpfrbg dir* ovpavSt ijfjtirtv darrip 
dOp6oQ iv ^ovTtfi, vavraic £< tiq tltrfv iraipot^' 
Kov(p6Ttp\ & valctQf voitX<rB* oTrXa* irXivariKbg owpof.J 

Idyll xiii. 49^2. 

• Now rests the deep, now rest the wandering winds, 
But in my heart the anguish will not rest, 
While for his love I pine who stole my sweetness. 
And made me less than virgin among maids. 

t Adieu, dead queen, thou to the ocean turn 
Thy harnessed steeds ; but I abide, and suffer ; 
Adieu, resplendent moon, and all you stars, 
That follow on the wheels of night, adieu I 

J Into the black wave 
Fell headlong, as a fiery star from heaven 
Falls headlong to the deep, and sailors cry 
One to another, Lighten sail ; behold. 
The breeze behind us freshens ! 
Y 
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Or the seaweeds on a rocky shore (vii. 58), or the summer bee 
(iii. 15), or the country party at harvest time (viL 129 to the 
end). In all of these a peculiar simplicity will be noticed, 
a self-restraint and scrupulosity of definite delineation. To 
Theocritus the shadowy and iridescent fancies of modem 
poetry would have been unintelligible. The creations of a 
Keats or Shelley would have appeared to be monstrous births, 
like the Centaurs of Ixion, begotten by lawless imaginations 
upon cloud and mist. When the Greek poet wished to express 
the charm of summer waves he spoke of Galatea, more fickle 
and light than thistie-down, a maiden careless of her lover and 
as cruel as the sea. The same waves suggested to Shakspere 
these lines, from Midsitm?ner Nig/tfs Dream : — 

** Thou reraemberest 
Since once I sat upon a promontory, 
And heard a mermaid on a dolphin's back 
Uttering such dulcet and harmonious' breath • 
That the rude sea grew civil at her song ; 
And certain stars shot madly from' their spheres, 
To hear the sea-maid's music ; " 

and to Weber the ethereal " mermaid's song " in Oberon, No 
one acquainted with Shakspere and Weber can deny that both 
have expressed with marvellous subtlety the magic of the sea 
in its enchanting calm, whereas the Greek poet works only by 
indirect suggestion, and presents us with a human portrait 
more than a phantom of the glamour of the deep. What we 
have lost in definite projection we have gained in truth, variety, 
and freedom. The language of our Art appeals immediately 
to the emotions, disclosing the spiritual reality of things, and 
caring less for their form than for the feelings they excite in 
us. Greek art remains upon the surface, and translates into 
marble the humanized aspects of the external world. The 
one is for ever seeking to set firee, the. other to imprison 
thought The Greek tells with exquisite precision what he 
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lias observed, investing it perhaps with his own emotion. He 
says, for instance : — 

aide yivoifiav 
a pofiPkvfra /tcXuraa, icai iq ribv dvTpov iKoifiaVf 
rbv Ktffffbv iiaSvQ Kai rdv VTtpiv, q, tv irvKdv^y,* 

The modem poet, to use Shelle/s words, 

** will watch from dawn to gloom 
The lake-reflected sun illume , 

The yellow bees in the ivy bloom ; 
Nor heed nor see what shapes they be, 
But from these create he can * 

Forms more real than living man, 
Nurslings of immortality," 

endeavouring to look through and beyond the objects of the 
outer world, to use them as the starting-points for his creative 
fancy, and to embroider their materials with the dazzling 
fioritiire of his invention. Metamorphosis existed for the 
Greek poet as a simple fact : if the blood of Adonis became 
anemones, yet the actual drops of blood and the flowers re- 
mained distinct in his mind ; and even though he may have 
been sceptical about tlie miracle, he restrained his fancy to 
the reproduction of the one old fable. The modem poet 
believes in no metamorphosis but that which is produced by 
the alchemy of his own brain. He loves to confound the 
most dissimilar existences, and to fonn startling combinations 
of thoughts which have never before been brought into con- 
nection with each other. Uncontrolled by tradition or canons 
of propriety, he roams through the world, touching its various 
objects with the wand of his imagination. To the west wind 
he cries : — 

** Thou on whose stream, 'mid the steep sky*s commotion. 
Loose clouds like earth's decaying leaves are shed, 



• Would I were 
The murmuring bee, that through the ivy screen. 
And through the fern that hides thcc, I might come 
Into thy cavern ! 

Y 2 
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Shook from the tangled boughs of heaven and ocean, 

Angels of rain and lightning ; there are spread 

On the blue surface of thine airy surge, 

Like the bright hair uplifted from the head 

Of some fierce Maenad, ev'n from the dim verge 

Of the horizon to the zenith's height, 

The locks of the approaching storm. ..." 

Imagine how astonished even iEschylus would have been 
at these violent transitions and audacious transformations ! 
The Greeks had no conceits : * they did not call the waves 
" nodding hearse-plumes " like Calderon, or the birds " winged 
lyres " like Guarini, or daisies " pearled Arcturi of the earth " 
like Shelley, or laburnums ** dropping wells of fire" like 
Tennyson. If they ventured on such licenses in their more 
impassioned lyrics, they maintained the metaphor with strict 
propriety. One good instance of the difference in this respect 
between the two ages is aflforded by Ben Jonson, who 
translates Sappho's 

by "the dear good angel of the spring, the nightingale." 
Between ayycXoc and an^e/ there is the distance of nearly 
twenty centuries; for though Ben Jonson may have meant 
merely to anglicise the Greek word, he could not but have 
. been glad of the more modem meaning. 

So much of this essay has already been devoted to the 
consideration of Theocritean poetry in general, that I cannot 
here afford to enter into the details of his several Idylls. 
A fQw however may be noticed of peculiar beauty and sig- 
nificance. None are more true to local scenery than those 

•Perhaps this is over-stated. In the later Greek literature of the 
Sophists we find many very exquisite coiucUi, Philostratus, for example, 
from whom Jonson translated *' Drink to me only with thine eyes," calls 
the feet of the beloved one kptjpufffiiva ^iXrifiara. Even Empedocles 
(see p. 49) and Pindar (see p. i8i) are not free from the vice of artificial 
metaphor. 



Digitized by 



Google 



THE IDYLLISTS, 325 

which relate to the story of Galatea. In this brief tale, the 
life of the mountains and the rivers and the sea is symbol- 
ized, — the uncouth and gigantic hills, rude in their rusticity 
— the clear and loveable stream — the merry sea, inconstant 
and treacherous, with shifting waves. The mountain stands 
for ever unremoved ; love as he will, he can but gaze upon 
the dancing sea, and woo it with gifts of hanging trees, 
and cool shadowy and still sleeping-places in sheltered bays. 
But the stream leaps down from crag to crag, and gathers 
strength and falls into the arms of the expectant nymph — 
a fresh lover, fair and free, and full of smiles. Supposing, 
this marriage of the sea and river to have been the earliest 
idea of the Mythus, in course of time the persons of Acis 
and Galatea, and the rejected lover Polyphemus, became 
more and more humanized, until the old symbolism was lost in 
a pastoral romance. Polyphemus loves, but never wins : he 
may offer his tall bay-trees, and slender cypresses, and black 
ivy, and sweet-fruited vines, and cold water flowing straight — a 
drink divine — from the white snows of wooded iEtna : he may 
sit whole days above the sea, and gaze upon its smiling waves, 
and tell the nymph of all his flocks and herds, or lure her with 
promises of flowers and fawns and bear's whelps to leave the 
sea to beat upon its shore, and come and live with him and 
feed his sheep. It is of no use. Galatea heeds him not, and • 
Polyphemus has to shepherd his love as best he can. Poetry 
, in this idyll is blended with the simplest country humour. The 
pathos of Polyphemus is really touching, and his allusions to 
the sweetness of a shepherd's life among the hills abound in 
unconscious poetry; side by side with which are placed the 
most ludicrous expressions of uncouth disappointment, together 
with shrewd observations on the value of property and other 
prosaic details. If I mistake not, this is true of the rustic 
character, in which, though stirred by sorrow into sympathy 
with nature, habitual caution and shrewdness survive. The 



Digitized by 



Google 



326 THE GREEK POETS, 

meditations of the shepherd in the third idyll exhibit the same- 
mixture of sentiments. 

As a specimen of* the Idylls which illustrate town life I 
select the second, the humour of its rival, the fifteenth, 
being of that perfect sort which must be read and laughed 
over, but which cannot well be analyzed. The subject of the 
Pharmaccutria is an incantation performed in the stillness 
of the night by a proud Syracusan lady who has been deserted 
by her lover. In delineating the fierceness of her passion and 
the indomitable resolution of her Avill Theocritus has produced 
a truly tragic picture. Simaetha, maddened by vehement de- 
spair, resorts to magic arts. Love, she says, has sucked her 
life-blood like a leech, and parched her with the fever of desire. 
She cannot live without the lover for whose possession she has 
sacrificed her happiness and honour. If she cannot charm him 
back again, she will kill him. There are poisons ready to work 
her will in the last resort Meanwhile, we see her standing at 
the magic wheel, turning it round before the fire, and charging 
it to draw false Delphis to her home. A hearth with coals 
upon it is at hand, on which her maid keeps sprinkling the 
meal that typifies the bones of Delphis, the wax by which his 
heart is to be consumed, and the laurel bough that stands for 
his body. At the least sign of laziness Simaetha scolds her 
with hard and haughty words. She stands like a Medea, 
seeking no sympathy, sparing no reproaches, tiger-like in her 
ferocity of thwarted passion. When the magic rites have been 
performed, and Thestylis has gone to smear an ointment on 
the doors of Delphis, Simaetha leaves the wheel and addresses 
her soliloquy to the Moon, who has just risen, and who is jourr 
neying in calm and silver glory through the night. There is 
something sublime in the contrast between the moonlight on 
the sea of Syracuse and the fierce agony of the deserted 
lioness. To the Moon she confides the story of her love r 
" Take notice of my love, whence it arose, dread Queen." It 
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is a vivid and tragic tale of southern passion ; sudden and 
consuming, recklessly gratified, and followed by desertion on 
the one side and by vengeance on the other. Simaetha has 
no doubt many living parallels among Sicilian women. The 
classical reader will find in her narration a description of the 
working of love hardly to be surpassed by Sappho's Ode, or 
Plato's Phadrus, The wildness of the scene, the magic rites, 
the august presence of the Moon, and the murderous deter- 
mination of Simaetha heighten the dramatic effect, and render 
the tale excessively interesting. As a picture of classical 
sorcery this Idyll is very curious. Nothing can be more 
erroneous than to imagine that witchcraft is a northern inven- 
tion of the middle ages, or that the Brocken is its headquarters. 
With the exception of a few inconsiderable circumstances, 
all the terrible or loathsome rites of magic were known to 
the ancients, and merely copied by the modems. Circe in 
Homer, Simaetha in Theocritus, Canidia in Horace, the 
Libyan sorceress of Virgil, the Saga of TibuUus, Medea in 
Ovid, Erichtho in Lucan, and Megaera in Claudian (to mention 
no more) make up a list of formidable witches to whom none 
of the hideous details of the black art were unknown. They 
sought for poisonous herbs at night, lived in ruinous places, 
ransacked charnel-houses for dead bodies, killed little children 
to obtain their f^t for unguents, compelled the spirits of the 
dead to rise, and after entering a fresh corpse to reveal the 
mysteries of fate, devoured snakes, drank blood, raised storms 
at sea, diverted the moon fi-om her course, muttered spells of 
fearful import, and loved above all things to "raise jars, 
jealousies, strifes, like a thick scurf o'er life." Even in the 
minutest details of sorcery they anticipated the witches of the 
middle ages. Hypsipyle in Ovid mentions a waxen portrait 
stuck full of needles, and so fashioned as to waste the life of 
its original. The witch in the Golden Ass of Apuleius anoints 
herself, and fiies about like a bird at night. Those who care 
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to pursue this subject will find a vast amount of learning 
collected on the point by Ben Jonson in his annotations to 
The Masque of Queens, - One fact however must be always 
borne in mind : the ancients regarded witchcraft either as a 
hideous or a solemn exercise of supernatural power, not recog- 
nizing any Satanic agency or compact with Hell. Hecate 
triviis ululata per urbes^ the ** Queen of the Night and of the 
Tombs," assisted sorcerers : but this meant merely that they 
trafficked in the dark with the foul mysteries of death and 
corruption. The classical witches were either grave and 
awful women, like the Libyan priestess in the ^Eneid^ or else 
loathsome pariahs, terrible for their malignity, like Lucan's 
Erichtho. Mediaevalism added a deeper horror to this 
superstitious and fetichistic conception by the thoughts of 
spiritual responsibility and of league with Gods enemies. 
Damnation was the price of magic power; witchcraft being 
not merely abominable in the eyes of men but also- unpardon- 
able at the bar of divine justice. 

Several poems of Theocritus are written on the theme of 
Doric chivalry, and illustrate the heroic age of Greece. They 
may be compared to the Idylls of the King, for their excellence 
consists in the consummate art with which episodes from the 
legendary cycles of a bygone age are wrought into polished 
pictures by cultivated modern poets. The thuteenth Idyll is 
especially remarkable for the exquisite finish of its style and 
also for the light it throws on the mutual relations of knight 
and squire in early Greek warfare. Theocritus chooses for 
the subject of this poem an episode in the life of Heracles, the 
Dorian hero, when he and other foremost men of Hdlas, 
QtioQ awroc fjpwwy, followed Jason in the Argo to the Colchian 
shores, and he took young Hylas with him ; " for even,** says 
Theocritus, "the brazen-hearted son of Amphitryon, who 
withstood the fierceness of the lion, loved a youth, the charm- 
ing Hylas, and taught him like a father ever3rthing by which 
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he might become a good and famous man ; nor would he leave 
the youth at dawn, or noon, or evening, but sought continually 
to fashion him after his own heart, and to make him a right 
yokefellow with him in mighty deeds." How he lost Hylas on 
the Cianian shore, and in the wildness of his sorrow let Argo 
sail without him, and endured the reproach of desertion, is 
well known. Theocritus has wrought the story with more 
than his accustomed elegance. But we wish to confine our 
attention to the ideal of knighthood and knightly education 
presented in the passage quoted. Heracles was not merely 
the lover but the guardian also and tutor of Hylas. He 
regarded him not only as an object of tenderness, but 
also as a future friend and helper in the business of 
life. His constant aim was to form of him a brave and 
manly warrior, a Herculean hero. And in this re- 
spect Heracles was the Eponym and patron of an order 
which existed throughout Doric Hellas. This order, protected 
by religious tradition and public favour, regulated by strict 
rules, and kept within the limits of honour, produced the 
Cretan lovers, the Lacedaemonian " hearers " and " inspirers," 
the Theban immortals who lay with faces turned so stanchly to 
their foes that vice seemed incompatible with so much valour. 
Achilles was another Eponym of this order. In the twenty-ninth 
Idyll, the phrase, 'KyCKKCioi ^IKoi is used, to describe the most 
perfect pair of manly friends. The twelfth Idyll is written in a 
similar if a weaker and more wanton vein. The same longing 
retrospect is cast upon the old days " when men indeed were 
golden, when the love of comrades was mutual," and constancy 
is rewarded with the same promise of glorious immortality as 
that which Plato holds out in the Phadrus, Bion, we may 
remark in passing, celebrates with equal praise the friendships 
of Theseus, Orestes, and Achilles. Without taking some notice 
of this peculiar institution, in its origin military and austere, it 
is impossible to imderstand the chivalrous age of Greece among 
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the Dorian tribes. In the midst of brute force and cunning 
and an almost absolute disregard of what we are accustomed 
to understand by chivalry — ^gentleness, chastity, truth, regard 
for women and weak persons — this one anomalous sentiment 
emerges. 

Passing to another point in which Greek differed from 
mediaeval chivalry, we notice the semi-divine nature of the 
heroes : Qiloq &(OTog is the name by which they are designated 
and supernatural favour is always showered upon them. This 
indicates a primitive society, a national consciousness ignorant 
of any remote Past The heroes whom Theocritus celebrates 
are purely Dorian — Heracles, a Jack the Giant-Killer in his 
cradle, brawny, fearless, of huge appetite, a mighty trainer, with 
a scowl to frighten athletes from the field; Polydeuces, a 
notable bruiser; Castor, a skilled horseman and a man of 
blood. In one point the twin sons of Leda resembled 
mediaeval knights. They combined the arts of song with mar- 
tial prowess. Theocritus styles them imrijeQ KidapKnal^ ueOKfiriipeQ 
ooc3o/. Their achievements narrated in the twenty-second 
Idyll may be compared with those of Tristram and Lancelot 
The gigantic warrior whom they find by the well in the land of 
the Bebrycians, gorgeously armed, insolent, and as knotty as a 
brazen statue, who refuses access to the water and challenges 
them to combat, exactly resembles one of the lawless giants of 
the Morte Arthur. The courtesy of the Greek hero contrasts 
well with the barbarian's violence ; and when they come to 
blows, it is good to observe how address, agility, training, nerve, 
enable Polydeuces to overcome with ease the vast fury and 
bnite strength of the Bebrycian bully. As the fight proceeds, 
the son of Leda improves in flesh and colour, while Amycus 
gets out of breath, and sweats his thews away. Polydeuces 
pounds the giant's neck and face, reducing him to a hideous 
mass of bruises, and receiving the blows of Amycus upon his 
chest and loins. At the tnd of the fight he spares his prostrate 
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foe, on the condition of his respecting the rites of hospitality 
and dealing courteously with strangers. Throughout it will be 
noticed how carefully Theocritus maintains the conception of 
the Hellenic as distinguished from the barbarian combatant. 
Christian and Pagan are not more distinct in a legend of the 
San Graal. But Greek chivalry has no magic, no monstrous 
exaggeration. All is simple, natural, and human. Bellero- 
phon, it is true, was sent after the Chimaera, and Perseus freed 
Andromeda like St. George from a dragon's mouth. But these 
ruder fancies of Greek infancy formed no integral part of the 
mythology ; instead of being multiplied they were gradually 
winnowed out, and the poets laid but little stress upon them. 

The achievement of Castor is not so favourable to the 
character of Hellenic chivalry. Having in concert with Poly- 
deuces borne off by guile the daughters of Leucippus from 
their affianced husbands. Castor kills one of the injured 
lovers who pursues him and demands restitution. • He slays 
him, though he is his own first cousin, ruthlessly; and 
while the other son of Aphareus is rushing forward to avenge 
his brother's death 2^us hurls lightning and destroys him. 
Theocritus remarks that it is no light matter to engage in battle 
with the Tyndarids ; but he makes no reflection on what we 
should call " the honour" of the whole transaction. 

Of all the purely pastoral Idylls by which Theocritus is most 
widely famous perhaps the finest is the seventh, or Thalysia. 
It glows with the fresh and radiant splendour of southern 
beauty. In this poem the Idyllist describes the journey of 
three young men in summer from the city to the farm of their 
friend Phrasidamus, who has invited them to partake in the 
feast with which he purposes to honour Demeter at harvest 
time. On their way they meet with a goat-herd, Lycidas, who 
invites them, " with a smiling eye," to recline beneath the trees 
and while away the hours of noon-tide heat with song. " The 
very lizard," he says, " is sleeping by the wall ; but on the hard 
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Stones of the footpath your heavy boots keep up a ceaseless 
ringing." Thus chided by the goat-herd they resolve upon a 
singing match between Simichidas, the teller of the tale, and 
Lycidas, who offers his crook as the prize of victory. Lycidas 
begins the contest with that exquisite song to Ageanax, which 
has proved the despair of all succeeding Idyllists, and which 
furnished Virgil with one of the most sonorous lines in his 
Georgics, No translation can do justice to the smooth and 
liquid charm of its melodious verse, in which the tenderest 
feeling mingles gracefully with delicate humour and with 
homely descriptions of a shepherd's life. The following lines, 
which /orm a panegyric on Comatas, some famed singer of the 
rustic muse, may be quoted for their pure Greek feeling. Was 
ever an unlucky mortal envied more melodiously, and yet more 
quaintly, for his singular fortune ? 

aloti d\ wc Toic* iCiKTo t6v aliroKov ivpia \dpvaX, 
^iu6v iovra KOKyviv draoOaXiyatv di^aicToc' 
(^c Ti VI V at ffifiai \tifiuiv69e ipkpfiov loXaai 
Kiopop ic adtiav itoKaKoic avQiatri fuXiffaac 
ovviKOL 01 yAwKV Moi<ra rard ffTOfiaTOC X" vigrap. 
u fiaKapiark KofiaTa, rv B^v rdot rtpKvd 'Kiir6v9i)Qy 
Kal T\) KaTiK\d<r9rjQ Iq XdpvaKa^ Kai ru, fnXiffadv 
Ktipia 0(p/3o/ievoc, 'trog Stpiov i^eriXcffffoc** 

The song with which Simichidas contends against his rival is 
not of equal beauty; but the goat-herd hands him the crook "as 



• How of old 
The goat-herd by his cruel lord was bound, 
And left to die in a great chest ; and how 
The busy bees, up coming from the meadows, 
To the sweet .cedar, fed him with soft flowers, 
Because the Muse had filled his mouth with nectar. 
Yes, all these sweets were thine, blessed Comatas ; 
And thou wast put into the chest, and fed 
By the blithe bees, and passed a pleasant time. 

Leigh Hunt's Jar of Honey from Mount Hybla, 
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a gift of friendship from the Muses." Then he leaves the three 
friends, who resume their journey till they reach the house of 
Phrasidamus. There elms and poplar-trees and vines embower 
them with the pleasant verdure of rustling leaves and the per- 
fumes of summer flowers and autumn fniits. The jar of wine 
as sweet as that which made the Cyclops dance among his 
sheep-fold spreads its fragrance through the air; while the 
statue of Demeter, with her handfuls of com and poppy-heads, 
stands smiling by. 

This seventh Idyll, of which no adequate idea can be con- 
veyed by mere description, may serve as the type of those 
purely rustic poems which since the days of Theocritus have 
from age to age been imitated by versifiers emulous of his 
gracefulness. If space allowed, it would not be iminterest- 
ing to analyze the Idyll of the two old fishermen, who 
gossip together so wisely and contentedly in their huts by 
the sea-shore, mending then: nets the while, and discoursing 
gravely of their dreams. In this Idyll, which is however 
probably the work of some of Theocritus*s imitators, and in the 
second, which consists of a singing match between two harvest- 
men, the native homeliness of the Idyllic muse appears to best 
advantage. 

With this brief and insufficient notice, I must leave Theo- 
critus in order to say a few words about his successors. Bion's 
poetry, when compared with that of Theocritus, declines con- 
siderably from the Bucolic type. His Idylls are for the most 
part fragments of delicately finished love-songs, remarkable for 
elegance and sweetness more than for masculine vigour or terse 
expression. In Bion the artificial style of pastoral begins. 
Theocritus had made cows and pipes and shepherds fashion- 
able. His imitators followed him, without the humour and 
natural taste which rendered his pictures so attractive. We 
already trace the frigid affectation of Bucolic interest in the 
elegy on Bion : " He sang "no song of wars or tears, but piped 
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of Pan and cowherds, and fed flocks, singing as he went ; pipes 
he fashioned, and milked the sweet-breathed heifer, and taught 
kisses, and cherished in his bosom love, and stole the heart of 
Aphrodite." As it happens, the most original and powerful of 
Bion's remaining poems is a " Song of Tears," of passionate 
lamentation, of pathetic grief, composed, not as a pastoral ditty, 
but on the occasion of one of those splendid festivals in which 
the Syrian rites of slain Adonis were celebrated by Greek 
women. The cjrira^toc 'Al^vilot is written with a fiery passion 
and a warmth of colouring peculiar to Bion. The verse bounds 
with tiger leaps, its full-breathed dactyls panting with the energy 
of rapid flight. The tender and reflective beauty of Theo- 
critus, the concentrated passion of his Simaetha, and the flow- 
ing numbers of his song to Adonis are quite lost and swallowed 
up in the Asiatic fury of Bion*s lament. The poem begins 
with the cry Amfw tov "Altaviv which is variously repeated in 
Idyllic fashion as a refrain throughout the lamentation. After 
this prelude, having as it were struck the key-note to the 
music, the singer cries : 

ftrjKeTi nopipvpkoic ivl ^6.pi<n KvTrpi KaOtvSf 
lypio StiKaia KvavdrrroXe leai wXardyriaov 
ordOia, Kai Xkyi irdoiVf dTTwXtro KoKbQ *A5aivcc.* 

Notice how the long words follow one another with quick 
pulses and flashes of sound. The same peculiar rhythm 
recurs when, after describing the beautiful dead body of 
Adonis, the poet returns to Aphrodite : 

a 0* *A<ppodira 
Xvffufiiva vXoKafiidaQ dvd dpvfiuic dXaXijrai 
TTtvOaXsa, vrjirXtKTOQy 6.<ravda\oQ* ai Bi jSaTOt viv 
ipXQ^ivav KtipovTi Kai Upbv dl^a Spivovrai, 



• Sleep, Cj'pris, no more, on thy purple-strewed bed ; 

Arise, wretch stoled in black, — beat thy breast unrelenting, 
And 'Shriek to the worlds, "Fair Adonis is dead." 

Translation by Mrs. Barrett Browning. 
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h%^ ol KdJKVotffa dt* dyKta fiaKpit ^opctrat, 
*Affavpiov Po6uKra v6<nVf icai vaXSa KoXivffa.* 

There are few passages of poetical imagery more striking than 

this picture of the queen of beauty tearing through the forest, 

heedless of her tender limbs and useless charms, and calling on 

her Syrian spouse. What follows is even more passionate; 

after some lines of mere description, the ecstasy again descends 

upon the poet, and he bursts into the wildest of most beautiful 

laments : — 

u»Q iSiVy wQ Ivotjfffv *ABuviBoQ dtrxiTov sXcoc, 
btQ iSi foiviov aJtia ftapaivofiivift vepi fitjptp, 
vaxfctQ cifivtTdffaaa Ktvvptro' fiiXvov 'Acwpif 
dvffiroTfis fiiivov "Acutvtf r.r.\.t 

The last few lines of her soliloquy are exquisitely touching, 
especially those in which Aphrodite deplores her immortality, 
and acknowledges the supremacy of the queen of the grave 
over Love and Beauty. What follows is pitched at a lower 
key. There is too much of merely Anacreontic prettiness 
about the description of the bridal bed and the lamenting 
Loves. Aphrodite's passion reminds us of a Neapolitan Stadat 
Mater ^ in which the frenzy of love and love-like piety are strangely 
blended. But the concluding picture suggests nothing nobler 
than a painting of Albano, in which amoreiti are plentiful, and 
there is much elegance of composition. This remark applies 

♦ And the poor Aphrodite, with tresses unbound, 
All dishevelled, unsandalled, shrieks mournful and shrill 

Through the dusk of the groves. The thorns, tearing her feet 
Gather up the red flower of her blood, which is holy, 

Each footstep she takes ; and the valleys repeat 
The sharp cry which she utters, and draw it out slowly. 
She calls on her spouse, her Assyrian. 

Translation by Mrs. Barrett Browning. 

•j* When, ah I ah ! — she saw how the blood ran away 
And empurpled the thigh ; and, with wild hands flung out. 
Said with sobs, ** Stay, Adonis ! unhappy one, stay ! " — Ibid, 
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to the rest of Bion's poetry. If Theocritus deserves to be 
illustrated by the finest of Greek bas-reliefs, Bion cannot claim 
more than an exquisitely chiselled gem. Certainly the second 
and third fragments are very charming ; and the lines to Hesper 
(fragment i6) have so much beauty that I attempt a version 
of them : — 

Hesper, thou golden light of happy love, 

Hesper, thou holy pride of purple eve. 

Moon among stars, but star beside the moon, 

Hail, friend ! and since the young moon sets to-night 

Too soon below the mountains, lend thy lamp 

And guide me to the shepherd whom I love. 

No theft I purpose ; no wayfaring man 

Belated would I watch and make my prey ; 

Love is my goal, and Love how fair it is, 

When friend meets friend sole in the silent night. 

Thou knowest, Hesper I 

In Moschus we find less originality and power than belong 
to Bion. His Europa is an imitation of the style in which 
Theocritus wrote Hylas ; but the copy is frigid and affected by 
the style of its model. Five-and-twenty lines for instance are 
devoted to an elaborate description of a basket, which leaves 
no impression on the mind ; whereas every leaf and tendril on 
the cup which Theocritus introduces into the first Idyll stands 
out vividly before us. Nothing moreover could be more 
unnatural and tedious than the long speech which Europa 
makes when she is being carried out to sea upon the bull's back. 
Yet we must allow that there is spirit and beauty in the 
triumph of sea monsters who attend Poseidon and do honour 
to the chosen bride of Zeus ; Nereids riding on dolphins, and 
Tritons, "the deep-voiced minstrels of the sea, sounding a 
marriage song on their long-winding conchs." The whole of 
this piece is worthy of Ovid's Metamorphoses, Moschus is 
remarkable for occasional felicities of language. In this line 
for example, 
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(t^rc KoX ArptKiiav troiftaiviTai Wvoq 6vtipiitVf 

an old thought receives new and subtle beauty by its ex- 
pression. If Megara (Idyll iv.) be really the work of Moschus, 
which is doubtful, it reflects more honour on him. The 
dialogue between the wife and mother of the maddened 
Heracles, after he has murdered his children and gone forth 
to execute fresh labours, is worthy of their tragic situation. 
"Epwc ^paTcnyc again is an exquisite little poem in the 
Anacreontic style of Bion, fully equal to any of its models. 
The fame of Moschus will however depend upon the Elegy 
on Bion. I have already hinted that its authenticity is 
questioned. In my opinion it far surpasses any of his 
compositions in respect of definite thought and original 
imagination. Though the Bucolic common-places are used 
with obvious artificiality, and much is borrowed from 
Theocritus's Lament for Daphnis, yet so true and delicate a 
spirit is inbreathed into the old forms as to render them quite 
fresh. The passage which begins a\ ot rai ^oXaxai every 
dabbler in Greek literature knows by heart And what can be 
more ingenuously pathetic than the nuances of feeling expressed 
in these lines : — 

fipfioKov ijkOif B/wv, irorl ahv ffrSfia f^pfiaicoy iUtg, 
irfc»c rev role X*^*''*''* iforidpafit Koiic kyXvicdpQti ; 
ric ii Ppordc ro<T<TovTov itvAfiipOQ yi Ktpdffai roi 
4 dovvai \a\kovri rb ^&pfUiKoy; Ufvytv tfiidv,* 



And:— 



rfc ^ort fff ohpiyyi fit\i%trmf & rpiiroBifTi ; 

rig i* M <roXc KaXapot^ Bfimi ffrdfta ; ric Bpaffvg ovrwg ; 



• There came, O Bion, poison to thy mouth, 
Thou didst feel poison I how could it approach 
Those lips of thine, and not be turned to sweet ? 

Leigh Hunt. 
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thkri ydp xveici rd ad xeiXta Kal rb ohv itrOfia* 

Or again : — 

&X*** ^ ^^ virptiffiv 6dvpirai 5rri auavy, 
KolfKiTi fiificirai rd ad x<tXfa.j* 

There is also something very touching in the third line of 
this strophe : — 

KCivoc b raic dyiXaiffiv ipdofiio^ oMrt fdKxiif 
oifKir* ipijfiaiytnv ifxb ipv<riv Hfitvo^ i^^h 
<lXXd wapd nXovriji /ifXoc AriBdiov diidti^X 

and in the allusion made to the Sicilian girlhood of grim Per- 
sephone (126-129). This vein of tender and melodious senti- 
ment, which verges on the concetti of modem art, seems different 
from the style oiEuropa, To English readers, the three elegies, 
on Daphnis, on Adonis, and on Bion, which are severally- 
attributed to Theocritus, Bion, and Moschus, will always be 
associated with the names of Milton and Shelley. There is no 
comparison whatever between Lycidas and Daphnis. In spite 
of the misplaced apparition of St. Peter, and of the frigidity 
which belongs to pastoral allegory, Lycidas is a richer and 
more gorgeous monument of elegiac verse. The simplicity of 
the Theocritean dirge contrasts strangely with the varied 
wealth of Milton's imagery, the few ornaments of Greek art 

• Who now shall play thy pipe, oh 1 most desired one ; 
Who lay his lips against thy reeds ? who dare it ? 
For still they breathe of thee, and of thy mouth, 
And Echo comes to seek her voices there. — Leigh Hunt. 

t Echo too mourned among the rocks that she 
Must hush, and imitate thy lips no longer. — IbUL 

% No longer pipes he to the charmed herds. 
No longer sits under the lovely oaks, 
And sings ; but to the ears of Pluto now 
Tunes his Lethean verse. — Ibid. 
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with the intricate embroideries of modem fanqr. To quote 
passages from these well-known poems would be superfluous ; 
but let a student of literature compare the passages, tcq, ttok op 
Jjerd* and i Udv Uav with Milton's paraphrase "Where were ye, 
nymphs, — " or the concise paragraphs about the flowers and 
valleys that mourned for Daphnis with the luxuriance of 
Milton's invocation " Return, Alpheus." 

When Shelley wrote Adonais, his mind was full of the 
elegies on Bion and Adonis. Of direct translation in his 
Lament there is very little ; but he has absorbed both of the 
Greek poems, and transmuted them into the substance of his 
own mind. Urania takes the place of Aphrodite — ^the heavenly 
queen, " most musical of mourners," bewails the loss of her 
poetical consort. Instead of loves, the couch of Adonais is 
surrounded by the thoughts and fancies of which he was the 
parent ; and, instead of gods and goddesses, the power of 
nature is invoked to weep for him and take him to herself. 
Whatever Bion and Moschus recorded as a fact becomes, 
consistently with the spiritualizing tendency of modem genius, 
symbolical in Shelley's poem. His art has alchemized the 
whole stmcture, idealizing what was material, and disembody- 
ing the sentiments which were incarnated in simple images. 
Adonais is a sublime rhapsody; its multitudinous ideas are 
whirled like drops of golden rain, on which the sun of the 
poef s fancy gleams with ever-changing rainbow hues. In 
drifts and eddies they rush past, delighting us with their 
rapidity and brilliancy; but the impression left upon our 
mind is vague and incomplete, when compared with the few 
and distinct ideas presented by the Doric Elegies. At the end 
of Alastor there occurs a touching reminiscence of Moschus, 
but the outline is less faint than in Adonais, the transmutation 
even more complete. Tennyson, among the poets of the nine- 
teenth century, owes much to the Greek idyllists. His genius 
appears to be in many respects akin to theirs, and the age in 

z 2 
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which he lives is not unlike the Ptolemaic period. Unfitted, 
perhaps, by temperament for the most impassioned lyrics, he 
delights in minutely finished pictures, in felicities of expression 
and in subtle harmonies of verse. Like Theocritus, he finds in 
nature and in the legends of past ages subjects congenial to 
his muse. (Enane and Tithonus are steeped in the golden 
beauty of Syracusan art ** Come down, O maid," transfers, 
with perfect taste, the Greek idyllic feeling to Swisss cenery ; 
it is a fine instance of new wine being poured successfully 
into old bottles, for nothing can be fresher, and not even the 
Thalysia is sweeter. It would be easy enough to collect minor 
instances which prove that the Laureate's mind is impregnated 
with the thoughts and feelings of the poems I have been dis- 
cussing. For instance, the figure, " softer than sleep," and the 
comparison of a strong man's muscles to smooth stones under 
running water, which we find in Enid; both of them occur 
in Theocritus. 
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CHAPTER XL 
THE ANTHOLOG V. 

The History of its Compilation.— Collections of Meleager, Philippus, 
Agathias, Ccphalas, Planudes. — The Palatine MS.— The Sections of 
the Anthology. — Dedicatory Epigrams. — Simonides. — Epitaphs : 
Real and Literary. — Callimachus. — Epigrams on Poets. — Antipater 
of Sidon. — Hortatory Epigrams. — Palladas. — Satiric Epigrams. — 
Lucillius. — Amatory Epigrams. — Mdeager, Straton, Philodemos, 
Antipater, Rufinus, Paulus Silentiarins, Agathias, Plato. — Descriptive 
Epigrams. 

The Anthology may from some points of view be regarded as 
the most valuable relic of antique literature which we possess. 
Composed of several thousand short poems, written for the 
most part in the elegiac metre, at different times and by a mul- 
titude of authors, it is coextensive with the whole current of 
Greek history, from the splendid period of the Persian War to 
the decadence of Christianized Byzantium. Many subjects of 
interest in Greek life, which would otherwise have had to be 
laboriously illustrated from the historians or the comic poets 
are here fully and melodiously set forth. If we might compare 
the study of Greek Literature to a journey in some splendid 
mountain region, then we might say with propriety that from 
the sparkling summits where .^Eschylus and Sophocles and 
Pindar sit enthroned, we tiun in our less strenuous moods to 
gather the meadow flowers of Meleager, Palladas, Callimachus. 
Placing them between the leaves of the book of our memory, 
we possess an evierlasdng treasure of sweet thoughts, which will 
serve in aStex-days to remind us of those scenes. of Olympian 
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majesty through which we travelled. The slight effusions of 
these minor poets are ever nearer to our hearts than the master- 
pieces of the noblest Greek literature. They treat with a 
touching limpidity and sweetness of the joys and fears and 
hopes and sorrows that are common to all humanity. They 
introduce us to the actual life of a bygone civilization, stripped 
of its political or religious accidents, and tell us that the Greeks 
of Athens or of Sidon thought and felt exactly as we feel. 
Even the Graffiti of Pompeii have scarcely more power to recon- 
struct the past and summon as in dreams the voices and the 
forms of long-since buried men. There is yet another way in 
which the Anthology brings us closer to the Greeks than any 
other portion of their literature. The Lyrists express an intense 
and exalted mood of the race in its divine adolescence. The 
Tragedians exhibit the genius of Athens in its maturity. The 
Idyllists utter a rich nightingale note from the woods and fields 
of Sicily. But the Anthology carries us through all the phases 
of Hellenic civilization upon its uninterrupted imdercurrent 
ofelegiac melody. The clear fi-esh light of the morning, the 
splendour of noonday, the mellow tints of sunset, and the sad 
grey hues of evening are all there. It is a tree which bears 
the leaves and buds and blossoms and fruitage of the Greek 
spirit on its boughs at once. Many intervals in the life of the 
nation which are represented by no other portion of its litera- 
ture — the ending, for example, of the first century before Christ 
— here receive a brilliant illustration. Again there is no more 
signal proof of the cosmopolitan nature of the later Greek 
culture than is afforded by the Anthology. From Rome, 
Alexandria, Palestine, Byzantium, no less than from the isles 
and continent of Greece, are recruited the poets, whose works 
are enshrined in this precious Golden Treasury of fugitive 
pieces. 

The history of the Anthology is not without interest By a 
gradual process of compilation and accretion it grew into it% 
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present form from very slight begmnings. The first impulse to 
collect epigrams seems to have originated in connection with 
archaeology. From the very earliest the Greeks were in the habit 
of engraving sentences, for the most part in verse,, uppn: their 
temples, statues, trophies, tombs, and public monuments of all 
kinds. Many of these inscriptions were used by Herodotus and 
Thucydides as authorities for facts and dates. But about 200 
B.C. one Polemon made a general collection of the authentic 
epigrams to be found upon the public buildings of the Greek 
cities. After him Alcetas copied the dedicatory verses at 
Delphi. Similar collections are ascribed to Mnestor and Apellas 
Ponticus. Aristodemus is mentioned as the compiler of the 
epigrams of Thebes. Philochorus performed the same service 
for Athens. Neoptolemus of Paros and the philosopher 
Euhemerus are also credited with similar antiquarian labours. 
So far, the collectors of epigrams had devoted themselves to 
historical monuments ; and of their work, in any separate form 
at least, no trace exists. But Meleager of Gadara (b.c. 60) 
conceived the notion of arranging in alphabetical order a selec- 
tion of lyric and erotic poetry, which he dedicated to his friend 
Diodes. He called this compilation by the name of ort^oroc, 
each of the forty-six poets whom he admitted into his book 
being represented by a flower. Philip of Thessalonica in the 
time of Trajan, following his example, incorporated into the 
garland of Meleager those epigrams which had acquired cele- 
brity in the interval. About the same time or a little later, 
Straton of Sardis made a special anthology of poems on one 
class of subjects, which is known as the ^ovtra iraihicif, and 
into which, besides ninety-eight of his own epigrams, he 
admitted many of the compositions of Meleager, Philip, and 
other predecessors. These collections belong to the classical 
period of Greek literature. But the Anthology, as we possess 
it, had not yet come into existence. It remained for Agathias, 
a Byzantine Greek of the age of Justinian, to undertake a com-- 
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prehensive compilation from all the previous collections. After 
adding numerous poems of a date posterior to Straton, especially 
those of Paulus Silentiarius, Macedonius, Rufinus, and himself, 
he edited his kvkKoq emypafifiaTwr, divided into seven books. 
The first book contained dedicatory epigrams, the second de- 
scriptive poems, the third epitaphs, the fourth reflections on the 
various events of life, the fifth satires, the sixth erotic verses, the 
seventh exhortations to enjoyment. Upon the general outline 
of the Anthology as arranged by Agathias two subsequent col- 
lections were founded. Constantinus Cephalas, in the tenth 
century, at Byzantium, and in the reign of Constantinus Por- 
phyrogenitus, undertook a complete revision and recombination 
of all pre-existing anthologies. With the patience of a literary 
bookworm, to whom the splendid libraries of the metropolis 
were accessible, he set about his work, and gave to the Greek 
Anthology that form which it now bears. But the vicissitudes 
of the Anthology did not terminate with the labours of Cephalas. 
Early in the fourteenth century a monk Planudes set to work 
upon a new edition. It appears that he contented himself 
with compiling and abridging from the collection of Cephalas. 
His principal object was to expurgate it from impurities and 
to supersede it by what he considered a more edifying text. 
Accordingly he amended, castrated, omitted, interpolated, 
altered, and remodelled at his own sweet will : " non magis 
disposuit quam mutilavit et ut ita dicam castravit hunc librum, 
detractis lascivioribus epigrammatis, ut ipse gloriatur," says 
Lascaris in the preface to his edition of the Planudean Antho- 
logy. He succeeded, however, to the height of his desire; for 
copies ceased to be made of the Anthology of Cephalas ; and 
when Europe in the fifteenth century awoke to the study of 
Greek literature, no other collection but that of Planudes was 
known. Fortunately for this most precious relic of antiquity, 
there did exist one exemplar of the Anthology of Cephalas. 
Having escaped the search of Poggio, Aurispa, Filelfo, Poliz- 
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iano, and of all the emissaries whom the Medici employed in 
ransacking the treasure-houses of Europe, this unique manu- 
script was at last discovered in 1606 by Claude dc Saumaise, 
better known as Milton's antagonist Salmasius, in the Palatine 
Library at Heidelberg. A glance at this treasure assured the 
young scholar — ^for Saumaise was then aged only twcnt}'-two — 
that he had made one of the most important discoveries which 
remained within the reach of modem students. He spent years 
in preparing a critical edition of its text ; but all his work was 
thrown away : for the Leyden publishers to whom he applied 
refused to publish the Greek without a Latin version, and death 
overtook him before he had completed the requisite labour. 
Meanwhile the famous Palatine MS. had been transferred, 
after the sack of Heidelberg in 1623, to the Vatican, as a pre- 
sent to Pope Gregory XV. Isaac Voss, the rival of Saumaise, 
induced one Lucas Langermann to imdertake a journey to 
Rome, in order that he might make a faithful transcript of 
the MS. and publish it to the annoyance of the great French 
scholar. But Saumaise dying in 1653, the work, undertaken 
from motives of jealousy, was suspended. The MS. reposed 
still upon the shelves of the Vatican Library ; and in 1776 the 
Abb^ Giuseppe Spalletti completed a trustworthy copy of its 
pages, which was bought by Ernest Duke of Gotha and Alten- 
burg for his library. In the year 1797 the MS. itself was 
transferred to Paris after the treaty of Tolentino ; and in 18 15 
it was. restored to Heidelberg, where it now reposes. Mean- 
while Brunck had published, from copies of this MS., the 
greater portion of the Anthology in his AnaUcta Veterum 
Podarum Gracorum ; and Jacobs between 1794 and 18 14 
had edited the whole collection with minutest accmacy upon 
the faith of the Abb^ Spalletti's exemplar. The edition of 
Didot, to which I shall refer in my examination of the Antho- 
logy,* is based not only on the labours of Brunck and Jacobs, 
♦ Paris, 1864 — 1872. The translations quoted by me are taken prin- 
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but also upon the MSS. of the unfortunate Chardon de la Ro- 
chette, who, after spending many years of his life in the illus- 
tration of the Anthology of Cephalas, was forced in old age to 
sell his collections for a small sum. They passed in 1836 into 
the possession of the (then) Imperial Library. 

The Palatine MS., which is our sole authority for the Antho- 
logy as arranged by Cephalas, is a 4to. parchment of 710 
pages. It has been written by different hands, at different 
times, and on different plans of arrangement The index does 
not always agree with the contents, but seems to be that of an 
older collection, of which the one we possess is an imperfect 
copy. Yet Cephalas is often mentioned, and always with 
affectionate reverence, by the transcribers of the MS. In one 
place he is called 6 fiaicdpiOQ ical atlfivritrro^ xal TpivoQrfroQ ^i*- 
Optovoc, the sentiment of which words we in the middle of 
this nineteenth century may most cordially echo. 

The first section of the Anthology is devoted to Christian 
epigrams upon the chief religious monuments and statues of 
Byzantium. However these may interest the ecclesiastical 
student, they have no value for a critic of Greek poetry. The 
second section consists of a poem in hexameters upon the 
statues which adorned the gymnasium of Zeuxippus. Some 
conception may be fontied, after the perusal of this very pe- 
destrian composition, of the art-treasures which Byzantium 
contained in the fifth century. Authentic portraits of the great 
poets and philosophers of Greece, as well as works of imagina- 
a illustrative of the I/iad and the Attic tragedies, might 
n be studied in one place of public resort. Byzantium had 
:ome a vast museum for the ancient world. The third 
tion is devoted to mural inscriptions from the temple ot 
ollonis in Cyzicus. The fourth contains the prefaces of 

illy, when not original, from the collections of Wellesley (Anthologia . 
Vglotta) and Burgess (Bohn's Series), and from the Miscellanies of the 
J. A. Symonds, M.D. 
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Meleager, Philip, and Agathias, to their several collections. 
The fifth, which includes 309 epigrams, is consecrated to 
erotic poetry. The sixth, which numbers 358, consists of 
a collection of inscriptions from temples and public monu- 
ments, recording the illustrious actions of the Greeks or votive 
offerings of private persons. In the seventh we read 748 
epitaphs of various sorts. The eighth carries us again into 
the dismal region of post-pagan literature : it contains nothing 
but 254 poems fi-om the pen of Saint Gregory the Theologian. 
The 827 epigrams of the ninth section are called by their col- 
lector IwihtKTiKd ; that is to say, they are composed in illustra- 
tion of a variety of subjects, anecdotical, rhetorical, and of 
general interest. Perhaps this, part of the whole Anthology 
has been the favourite of modem imitators and translators. 
Passing to the tenth section we find 126 semi-philosophical 
poems, most of which record the vanity of human life and 
advise mortals to make the best of their brief existence by 
enjoyment The eleventh is devoted to satire. It is here 
that the reflex influence of Latin on Greek literature is most 
perceptible. The twelfth section bears the name of Straton, 
and exhibits in its 258 epigrams the morality of ancient Hellas 
under the aspect which has least attraction for modem readers. 
The thirteenth embraces a few epigrams in irregular metres. 
The fourteenth is made up of riddles and oracles. The 
fifteenth again has half a century of poems which could not 
well be catalogued elsewhere. The sixteenth contains that 
part of the Planudean collection which does not occur in our 
copy of the Anthology of Cephalas. It may be mentioned in 
conclusion that, with one or two very inconsiderable ex- 
ceptions, none of the poems of the early Greek lyrists and 
Gnomic writers are received into the so-called Anthology. 

To the student of Greek history and Greek customs, no 
section of the Anthology is more interesting than that which 
includes the mypafifiara ityaOrifiaTucd, the record of the public 
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and the private votive-offerings in Hellas. Here, as in a 
scroll spread out before us, in the silver language of the great 
Simonides,* m^y be read the history of the achievements of the 
Greeks against Xerxes and his hosts. The heroes of Marathon, 
the heroes of Thermopylae, Megistias the soothsayer, Leonidas 
the king, Pausanias the general, the seamen of Salamis, the 
Athenian cavaby, the Spartans of Platsea, all receive their 
special tribute of august celebration at the hands of the poet 
who best knew how to suit simple words to splendid actions. 
Again the ^^Xi; which commemorated in Athens the patriotic 
tyrannicide of Aristogeiton, the statue of Pan which Miltiades 
after Marathon consecrated in honoiir of his victory, the 
trophies erected by Pausanias at Delphi to Phoebus, the altar 
to Zeus Eleutherios dedicated in common by all the Greeks, 
the tripod sent to Pelphi by Gelon and the other tyrants of 
Sicily after their victory over the Carthaginians, for each and 
all of these Simonides was called on to compose imperishable 
verse. Our heart trembles even now when we read such lines 
as these :t 

w Xikiv ifcyysXXciv Aaicc^aifAOvioic Srt ryht 
Ktifu9a toXq jcfivwv pr}fia<ri wiiOSfitvoi 

And who does not feel that the grandeur of the occasion 
exalts above all suspicion of prosiness the frigid simplicity of 
the following? J 

* I have spoken of these compositions of Simonides as though they 
all belonged to the Dedicatory Epigrams. A large number of them are, 
!very incorporated among the Epitaphs proper. 

f To those of Lacedsemon, stranger, tell, 
That, as their laws commanded, here we fell. 

John Sterling. 
lere is no very good tran!«lation of this couplet. The difficulty lies in 
vord piiiiavi. Is this equivalent to piiTpaic, as Cicero who renders 
Ugibus seems to think ? Or is it the same as orders f 

i What time the Greeks with might and warlike deed. 
Sustained by courage in their hour of need. 
Drove forth the Persians, they to Zeus that frees 
This altar built, the free fair pride of Greece. 
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rov^c To9"'BXXiyyec ^«^/a9 X'(^) ^1*^ *Api|OCy 

nlpvac iCAdtravrec, UcvOcpov 'EXX<i^i nho^v 
i?p{ffravTO Aioq putfibv *Ekiv9tpiov, 

But it is not merely within the sphere of world-famous history 
that the Dedicatory Epigrams are interesting. Multitudes of 
them introduce us to the minutest facts of private life in 
Greece. We see the statues of gods hung round with flowers 
and scrolls, the shrines filled with waxen tablets, wayside 
chapels erected to Priapus or to Pan, the gods of the shore 
honoured with dripping clothes of mariners, the Paphian home 
of Aphrodite rich with jewels and with mirrors and with silks 
suspended by devout adorers of both sexes. A fashionable 
chiurch in modem Italy — the Annunziata at Florence, for 
example, or St Anthony at Padua — is not more crowded with 
pictures of people saved firom accidents, with silver hearts and 
waxen limbs, with ribands and artificial flowers, with rosaries 
and precious stones, and with innumerable objects that only 
tell their tale of bygone vows to the votary who himg them 
there, than were the temples of our Lady of Love in Cneidos 
or in Corinth. In the epigrams before us we reiad how 
hunters hung their nets to Pan, and fishermen their gear to 
Poseidon ; gardeners their figs and pomegranates to Priapus ; 
blacksmiths their hammers and tongs to Hephaestus. Stags 
are dedicated to Artemis and Phoebus, and corn-sheaves to 
Demeter, who also receives the plough, the sickle, and the 
oxen of farmers. A poor man oflers the produce of his field 
to Pan ; the firstfinits of the vine are set aside for Bacchus 
and his crew of satyrs ; Pallas obtams the shuttle of a widow 
who resolves to quit her life of care and turn to Aphrodite ; 
the eunuch Alexis offers his cymbals, drums, flutes, knife, and 
golden curls to Cybele. Phoebus is presented with a golden 
cicada, Zeus with an old ash-spear that has seen service. 
Ares with a shield and cuirass. A poet dedicates roses to the 
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maids of Helicon and laurel wreaths to ApoUo. Scribes offer 
their pens and ink and pumice-stone to 'Hermes ; cooks hang 
up their pots and pans and spits to the Mercury of the 
kitchen. Withered crowns and revel-cups are laid upon the 
shrine of Lais: Anchises suspends his white hair to Aphrodite, 
Endymion his bed and coverlid to Artemis, Daphnis his club 
to Pan. Agathias inscribes his Daphniaca to the Paphian 
queen. Prexidik^ has an embroidered dress to dedicate. 
Alkibid offers her hair to Her^, Lais her mirror to Aphrodite, 
Krobylus his boy's curls to Apollo, Charixeinos his long 
tresses to the n}'mphs. Meleager yields the lamp of his love- 
hours to Venus ; Lucillius vows his hair after shipwreck to 
the sea-gods ; Evanthd gives her thyrsus and stag's hide to 
Bacchus. Women erect altars to Eleithuia and Asclepius 
after childbirth. Sophocles dedicates a thanksgiving shrine 
for poetic victories. Simonides and Bacchylides record their 
triumphs upon votive tablets. Gallus, saved from a lion, 
consecrates his hair and vestments to the queen of Dindymus. 
Prostitutes abandon their ornaments to Kupris on their mar- 
riage. The effeminate Statullion bequeaths his false curls and 
flutes and silken wardrobe to Priapus. Sailors offer a huge 
cuttlefish to the sea-deities. An Isthmian victor suspends his 
bit, bridle, spurs, and whip to Poseidon. A boy emerging 
into manhood leaves his petasos and strigil and chlamys to 
Hermes, the god of games. Phrynd dedicates a winged Er6s 
as the firstfruits of her earnings. Hadrian celebrates the 
trophies erected by Trajan to Zeus. Theocritus writes in- 
scriptions for Uranian Aphrodite in the house of his friend 
Amphicles, for the Bacchic tripod of Damomenes, and for the 
marble muse of Xenocles. Erinna dedicates the picture of 
Agatharkis. Melinna, Sabsethis, and Mikythus are distin- 
guished by poems placed beneath their portraits. There is 
even a poem on the picture of a hernia dedicated apparently 
in some Asklepian shrine ; and a traveller erects the brazen 
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image of a frog in thanksgiving for a draught of wayside water. 
Cleonymus consecrates the statues of the nymphs : 

ai r&ii P'kvBfi 

inPp6ffiat poiioiQ ^TflfitTl Tco^clv 6.U, 

It will be seen by this rapid enumeration that a good many of 
the Dedicatory Epigrams are really epideiktic or rhetorical; 
that is to say, they are written on imaginary subjects. But 
the large majority undoubtedly record such votive offerings as 
were common enough in Greece with or without epigrams to 
grace them. 

What I have just said about the distinction between real 
and literary epigrams composed for dedications, applies still 
more to the epitaphs. These divide themselves into two well- 
marked classes — (i.) actual sepulchral inscriptions or poems 
written immediately upon the death of persons contemporary 
with the author ; and (11.) literary exercises in the composition 
of verses appropriate to the tomb of celebrated historical or 
mythical characters. To the first class belong the beautiful 
epitaphs of Meleager upon Clearista (i. 307), upon Heliodora 
(i- 365)* upon Charixeinos, a boy 12 years old (i. 363), upon 
Antipater of Sidon (i. 355), and the three which he designed 
for his own grave (i. 352). Callimachus has left some perfect 
models in this species of composition. The epitaph on 
Heracleitus, a poet of Halicamassus, which has been ex- 
quisitely translated by the author of lonica^ has a grace of 
movement and a tenderness of pathos that are unsurpassed : * 

♦ "They told me, Heracleitus, they told me you were dead ; 
They brought me bitter news to hear and bitter tears to shed. 
I wept, as I remembered, how often you and I 
Had tired the sun with talking and sent him down the sky. 

And now that thou art lying, my dear old Carian guest, 
A handful of grey ashes, long, long ago at rest. 
Still are thy pleasant voices, thy nightingales, awake. 
For Death, he taketh all away, but them he cannot take." 
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ftlici ric> 'HfMlccXctrc rthv /lopov, Ic ^^ M( ^avpv 

ifkiov iv Xlcrxy KariSv<rafitv' AWd trii fiiv irov, 
^iXv* ' AXiKappfifftVf TtrpdraXcu ^woiiri' 

al a rial (wovffiy Ariiovig, j<riy 6 ir&vr^v 
apTOKTTJQ *Atdti£ oirK Ivi x<*PA jSaXci. 

His epitaph on the sea-wrecked Sopolis (i. 325), though less 
touching, opens with a splendid note of sorrow : • 

ui^cXc firjd* iysvovro 9oat vifQ' ov ydp &v ^fuXc 

waXia ^lOKXtiSov SitfroXcv iirrkvontv' • 
vvv S* 6 fUv c/v a\i rov ^kpirat vUvq' AptI S' Iwtlvov 

ovpofia Kai nvthv mjfia irapipx6fu9a» 

The following couplet upon Saon (i. 360) is marked by its 
perfection of brevity : t 

rfit S<ia»v 6 AUiavcc 'Ak^pOioq Upby Oirvov 
Kotfiarat' BvdfTKitv fiij Xkyt Toi>c iiyaQoitQ, 

Among the genuine epitaphs by the greatest of Greek authors, 
none is more splendid than Plato's upon Aster (i. 402) : % 

vvv ^1 OaPiifP X&fiirtic "Emrtpoc iv ^BtfUpoiC, 



Would that swift ships had never been ; for so 
We ne*er had wept for Sopolis : but he 
Dead on the waves now drifts ; while we must go 
Past a void tomb, a mere name's mockery. 

f Here lapped in hallowed slumber Saon lies, 
Asleep, not dead ; a good man never dies. 

J. A. Symonds, M.D. 

X Thoa wert the morning star among the livings 
Ere thy fair light had fled ; 
Now, having died, thou art as Hesperus giving 
New splendour to the dead. 

Shelley. 
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To Plato also is ascribed a fine monumental epigram upon the 
Eretrian soldiers who died at Ecbatana (i. 322) : • 

oi^e leoi^ Alyaioto papvPpoftov olSfia XiirSvrtc 

*EKpaTdvutv miiifi KiifitG* kvl fiiffartp, 
Xaipi Kkvrri irort 'Trarplg 'Epirpia* ^a^P^T* AOijvat 

ytiroviQ EifPolriQ' x<i7p< Bdkaffffa ^tXri, 

Erinna's epitaph on Baucis (1. 409) deserves quotation, be- 
cause it is one of the few relics of the poetry of a girl whose 
elegiacs were rated by the ancients above Sappho's : t 

oraXat Kai YupijvtQ l/MCi Kal vivOifie KpwfTffk 

^<mc ix^ic *A.tia rAv hXiyav <rrroSidv, 
roiQ iiibv ipxofiivoi<rt trap* ijpiov itrart xaipup, 

aiT iffToi riXiOkfvr* ai9* hkpac irdXioQ' 
X^^*^ ft< vvft^av fv<rav ^^^t ra^oc ilirdrt Kai r6' 

Xwrt iroTTip ft,* UaXn BavicUa ^wrt yivoQ 
Trivia, (tfc (lS**fvri' Kal Sin fioi & awtraipiQ 

'Eptvv* iv rvfiPtp ypdfm* ixdpa^t rddi. 

Sappho herself has left the following lament for the maiden 
Timas (i. 367) :J 

• We who once left the ^Egean's deep-voiced shore, 
Lie 'neath Ecbatana's champaign, where we fell. 
Farewell Eretria, thou famed land of yore. 
And neighbour Athens, and loved sea, farewell 

t Pillars of death, carved Sirens, tearful urns. 
In whose sad keeping my poor dust is laid. 
To hun, who near my tomb his footsteps turns. 
Stranger or Greek, bid hail ; and say a maid 
Rests in her bloom below ; her sire the name 

Of Baucis gave ; her birth and lineage high ; 
And say her bosom friend Erinna came 
And on this tomb engraved her elegy. 

Elton. 

X This is the dust of Timas, whom unwed 
Persephone locked in her darksome bed : 
For her the maids who were her fellows, shore 
Their curls and to her tomb this tribute bore. 
2 A 
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TtfjidSoQ die kSviq, r<ikv itj irpb y&noio Oavovvav 

&g Kal OLTO^BifiiyaQ vciffat vfoBdyi aiSaptft 
aXiKtQ ifuprdv Kparbg IBtvro icdfiav. 

In each of these epitaphs, the untimely fading of a flower- 
like maiden in her prime has roused the deepest feeling of the 
poetess. This indeed is the chord which rings most truly in. 
the sepulchral lyre of the Greeks. Their most genuine sorrow 
is for youth cut off before the Joys of life were tasted. This 
sentiment receives, perhaps, its most pathetic though least 
artistic expression in the following anonymous epitaph on a 
young man. The mother's love and anguish are set forth with 
a vividness which we should scarcely have expected from a 
Greek (i. 336): • 

vfiXilQ J» iaifAOVf ri dk fioi Kal ^syyoQ iSit^aQ 

fic dXiyufp krkutv fitrpa fiivvvOdSia ; 
i} Iva XvTT^ffyc ^^1 f*^*' pidroio reXtvTtjv , 

imikpa dtiXairiv ddicpvffi Kal ffrovaxcuQ, 
J} ft* tTi-j^ ^ /i' iLTirriiKt kuI ^ iroXb fAii^ova trarpbc 

ippovrida vaidtiijQ ffvwrev ^fjuriprjQ ; 



* Merciless heaven ! why didst thou show me light 
For so few years and speedy in their flight ? 
Was it to vex by my untimely death 
With tears and waitings her who gave me breath ? 
Who bore me, and who reared me, and who wrought 
More for my youth with many a careful thought. 
Than my dead sire : he left me in his hall 
An orphan babe : 'twas she alone did alL 
My joy it was beneath grave men of laws, 
Just pleas to urge and win approved applause ; 
But from my cheek she never plucked the flower 
Of charming youth, nor dressed my bridal bower, 
Nor sang my marriage hynm, nor saw, ah me ! 
My oflspring shoot upon our ancient tree, 
That now is withered. Even in the tomb 
I wail Politta's woe, the gloom on gloom 
That swells her grief for Phronton ; since a boy 
In vain she bore, his country's empty joy. 



Digitized by 



Google 



THE ANTHOLOGY, 355 

Be \k\v y&p tvt96v rt sal hp^avbv Iv fuy^poivi 

KaWiirep' 17 y* kfioi n&vraQ IrXij KapiaTOVQ, 
fi fikv kfioi ^IXoy ^f V 10* ayvwv ifytfiovfihtv 

luirptvifuv fivOoiQ afi0i iiKa^voXiac* 
AWd lAoi oil ytvijuiv iTnZktaTO Koupifiov dpdoQ 

tfXiKirtQ h^'TfJCt oif ya/iov, 06 SalSaQ* 
oifx iffUvaiov dei^t nipiKXvrbVf ov tUoq tldfy 

ivinroTnoCf iic yivfijt Xii^f/avoy ^niriptig, 
r^C iro\v9ptivTiTov' Xvrti ii fu xal rfOvfwra 

fitlTpbc llkjXirrric mvBoc At^SfiivoVy 
^p6vT<avoc yotpaXc iiri 0povrt<nvy fj TtKi frai^a 

itKVfiopoPf Ktvtbv xdpfUL ^IXtiQ vaTpiSog. 

The common topic of consolation in these cases of untimely 
death is the one which Shakspere has expressed in the Dirge 
for Fidele, and D'Urfey in his Dirge for Chrysostom by these 
four lines : 

Sleep, poor youth, sleep in peace. 
Relieved from love and mortal care ; 

Whilst we that pine in life's disease, 
Uncertain-blessed, less happy are. 

Lucian, speaking of a litUe boy who died at five years of age 
(i. 332), makes him cry: 

AXX& lu /i^ cXa/oic* Kal yAp fiidroio fUTivx^^v 
vaifpov Kal iraitprnv rwv fit&roto kok&v, 

A litUe girl in another epitaph (i. 366) says to her father : 

t<rxfo XitiraCy 
Ofi6ioTe' Bvaroi roXXaKi dvinvxiiC- 

A young man, dying in the prime of life, is even envied by 
Agathias (L 384) : 

(fiirriQ SXpioQ ovroc, Be iv vc^rijri fiapapOiig 
Uf^vyi Tt)v Ptdrov Oaavov oXtrpo^vviji'. 

But it is not often that we hear in the Greek'Anthology a strain 

2 K 2 
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of such pure and Christian music as this apocryphal epitaph on 
Prot^:» 

ovK i9aviQf Ilpwny, furkpijc ^' ^C dfuiyova xiUpov, 
Kal value fiaic&putv v^ffovc BciXiy ivi roXXy, 
Ma KUT* 'HXvffiutv vtdiiov <rKipTu<ra yiyriBa^ 
avQfOiv Iv fiaXaKoXffif KaKwv iKToaBtv a.'jraimaV 
ob x««/*wv \viriX ffy oh Kavfi*, o{f vovffOQ lvoxX«T, 
ov Ttivjct o{f dipoe ixH v*' aXk* oifSk roBtivbg 
dvBptitiruv iTi <roi piorog' Jtiitic ydp dfikfiwTUQ 
aiyaXc iv icaOapaXaiv 'OX^fATrov irX^vcov Svtoq, 

Death at sea touched the Greek imagination with peculiar 
vividness. That a human body should toss, unburied, un- 
honoured, on the waves, seemed to them the last indignity. 
Therefore the epitaphs on Satyrus (i. 348), who exclaims : 

Ktivtp SivfifVTi cat drpvyirtfi in KiXfiai 
S^ari fiaivofAivt/t fieufSfitpOQ Bopiy, 

and on Lysidik^ (i. 328), of whom Zenocritus writes : 

XaXrai <rov ard^ovfrtv 19* ciXfivpA ^vo/topc Kovprf 
vavrjyk ^BifjLivtiQ ilv a\i AviridUri. 

and on the three athletes who perished by shipwreck (i. 342), 

• Thou art not dead, my Prote I thou art flown 
To a far country better than our own ; 
Thy home is now an Island of the Blest ; 
There *mid Elysian meadows take thy rest : 
Or lightly trip along the flowery glade, 
Rich with the asphodels that never fade ! 
Nor pain, nor cold, nor toil, shall vex thee more, 
Nor thirst, nor hunger on that happy shore ; 
Nor longings vain (now that blest life is won) 
For such poor days as mortals here drag on ; 
To thee for aye a, blameless life is given 
In the pure light of ever-present Heaven. 

J. A. Symonds, M.D. 
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have a mournful wail of their own. Not very different, too, is 
the pathos of Therimachus struck by lightning (i. 306) :* 

avrSfiarcu StiXy wori ravXiov at P6tc iji\9op 

IK &ptoc iroXXy vi^6/iivai xidvi' 
alai, OtipifiaxoQ ik wapd dptA, rbv fiaKphv i^hi 

^wvov* iroc/i^dii i* Ik irvpbc oifpaviov. 

It IS pleasant to turn from these to epitaphs which dwell more 
upon the qualities of the dead than the circumstances of their 
death. Here is the epitaph of a slave (i. 379) :t 

TMfrlfiti rj vpiv kov<ra fi6vt^ rf aiifiaTi doinXri 
icai T^ (TiofiaTi vvv liptv IXivBipiriv, 

Here is a buffoon (1. 380) : J 

Nj;Xcci)c 'AUtiq' Ivi (rot d* tyiXafffft OavSvrt, 
TiTvptf Kal vtKvvv BiJKk tn fit/ioX6yor, 

Of all the literary epitaphs by far the most interesting are 
those written for the poets, historians, and philosophers of 
Greece. Reserving these for separate consideration I pass 
now to mention a few which belong as much to the pure epi- 
gram as to the epitaph. When, for example, we read two very 
clever poems on the daughters of Lycambes (i. 339), two again 
on a comically drunken old woman (i. 340, 360), and five on a 
man who has been first murdered and then buried by his mur- 
derer (i. 340), we see that, though the form of the epitaph has 
been adopted, clever rhetoricians, anxious only to display their 

• Home to their stalls at eve the oxen came 
Down from the mountain through the snow-wreaths deep ; 
But ah, Therimachus sleeps the long sleep 
Neath yonder oak, lulled by the levin-flame. 

t She who was once but in her flesh a slave 
Hath for her flesh ibund freedom in the grave. 

X Hades is stem ; but when you died, he said, 
Smilingj " Be jester still among the dead.'' 
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skill, have been at work in rivalry. Sardanapalus, the eponym 
of Oriental luxury, furnishes a good subject for this style of 
composition. His epitaph runs thus in the Appendix Planudea 
("-532):* 

k\) iiSuQ 5rc Ov^rbg i^vQ, rbv 9vfi6p aiXi 
TtpnS^voQ 9a\iy<rt' 9av6irn <rot ovnc 6vij<riC 
Kai y^p iydt ffwoddg il/ii, "Sivov fiCydXtfC fia^CKiiioaQ^ 
Toca* fxta Sffff' i^ayov Kai i0v/3pi(ra, Kai fitr IpwroQ 
ripxv* Uarfv' rd ik xoXXd Kai 5\/3ta KiXva XlXecvrai. 
^^f (To^i) I3»6tom irapaivifftc &v9ptiwoi<nv. 

We find only the fourth and fifth lines among the sepulchral 
epigrams of the Anthology of Cephalas (i. 334), followed by a 
clever parody composed by the Theban Crates. Demetrius, 
the Spartan coward, is another instance of this rhetorical 
exercise. Among the two or three which treat of him I quote 
the following (i. 317) :t , 

aph' &irb wroXifiov Tpkvaavrd <n Zi^aro narrip^ ^ 

iravra rbv brXnyrdv KSfffioy 6Xu»Xtfc6ra^ 
aifvd TOi ^viav, Aafidrpit, a^ri'ca XSyx^P 

tlwt did irKariuiv itaafuva XaySputV 
ffcirOavc, firid' ix^no 2irdpra ^yop' o{/ ydp Udva 

ijftwXaKtPf il bitXovc rohyibp i9p€t\ft ydXa, 



* Know well that thoa art mortal : therefore raise 
Thy spirit high with long luxonous days. 
When thou art dead, thou hast no pleasure then. 
I too am earth, who was a king of men 
0*er Nineveh. My banquets and my lust 
And love-delights are mine e*en in the dust ; 
But all those great and glorious things are flown. 
True doctrine for man's life is this alone. 

t When homeward cowering from the fight you ran 
Without or sword or shield, a naked man. 
Your mother then, Demetrius, through your side 
Plunged her blood-drinking spear, nor wept, but cried : 
Die ; let not Sparta bear the blame ; for she 
Sinned not, if cowards drew their life from me t 
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Agathias writes a very characteristic elegy on Lais (i. 315) ;* 

tpraav tig 'Efvpfiv rd^ov idpaxov Aft^i KiXwBev 

Aatioc ipxaiflCf vc ^^ X^P^Yf*^ \kyii' 
idicpv S* IfrnTwUffaQy xalpotg yvvaiy U y^p <fcvov^ 

oUrilpia ffk y\ i^tiv, ^v irdpoQ oifK USfirfV 
d v6oov liWkwv v6ov ^cax«C* dW* tdi AriOijv 
• vaUi£y dyXattiv iv x^ovi KaTOtftipfi, 

An epitaph on the inutility of epitaphs is an excellent novelty, 
especially when the witty poet /(Paulus Silentiarius) has the 
humour to make the ghost eager to speak while the wayfarer is 
inattentive (i. 332) :t 

otyofid fioi. r\ ik rovro ; irarpic ii /lOt. ig rl ik rovro ; 

KXtipov d* f/fii ykvovQ. tl ydp d^avpordrov^ 
Znffac c* M^ittg IKiwov plov. d ydp diSKutQ ; 

KtXfiai d* Mddt vvv, tIq rlvi ravra Xi/cic; 

The value of the epitaphs on poets and great men of Greece is 
this — that, besides being in many cases of almost perfect beauty, 
they contain the quintessence of ancient criticism. Every epithet 
is carefully so chosen as to express what the Greeks thought 
peculiar and appropriate to the spirit and the works of their 

• Travelling to Ephyr^ by the road-side 
The tomb and name of Lais I espied : 
I wept and said : Hail, qaeen ! the fame of thee, 
Though ne*er I saw thee, draws these tears from me ; 
How many hearts for thee were broken, how 
By Lethe lustreless thou liest now ! 

f My name, my country — ^what are they to thee? 
What, whether base or proud my pedigree 7 
Perhaps I far surpassed all other men ; 
Perhaps I fell below them all ; what then ? 
Suffice it, stranger ! that thou seest a tomb ; 
Thou know'st its use ; it hides — no matter whom. 

W. COWPER. 
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heroes. Orpheus is the subject of the following exquisite elegy 
by Antipater of Sidon (i. 274) : • 

ohtkri OikyofiBvaQy 'Op^tv, ipvaCy ohKtri virpac 

&luCf oi/ BtipShf avTov6fiovQ iylXac* 
oifickri Koifidtnii dvkfUiv PpSfiov, oi/x*^ X^^^^*'* 

oi vt^tTwv trvpfiovCf oif iraTaytvtrav &\a, 
mXto yap' ek ik iroWd Karwdvpavro BvyarpiQ 

MvafioavvaCi fiaTrfp ^ iKox<t KoXXidxa* 
rl ^ifJLSvoiQ (TTovttxiVfitv 1^' vidffiv, SlvIk* AXttKiuXv 

T&v xaUuv *At$tiv Olfdk OtoiQ dvvafuc ; 

Sophocles receives a gift of flowers and ivy, and quiet sleep 
from Simmias the Theban (i. 277):t 

i)pl/i* ifirkp Tvfipoio Io^okKboc, ipiftOy Kurakt 
ipwvJ^oig, x^^P^^C iKtrpox^tav irXoica/iovCy 

icai v€Ta\ov jravrri BiiKKoi podov, ^ n ^iXo^pw^ 
diiiriXoQ, vypd xipt!i cXiz/uzra x^va/tivj}, 

(IvtKtp tiftirifiQ iripvrd^povoc, f^v 6 fuXiXP^i 
•li<TKti<rtv I&ovffkwv d/tiiiya KdK Xapiriav, 



* Orpheus ! No more the rocks, the woods no more. 
Thy strains shall lure ; no more the savage herds, 
Nor hail, nor driving clouds, nor tempest's roar, 
Nor chafing billows list thy lulling words ; 
For thou art dead : and all the muses mourn, 
But most Calliope, thy mother dear. 
Shall we then, reft of sons, lament forlorn. 
When e'en the Giods must for their offspring fear ? 

J. A. Symonds, M.D. 

t Wind, gentle evei^een, to form a shade 
Aroimd the tomb where Sophocles is laid ; 
Sweet ivy, wind thy boughs, and intertwine 
With blushing roses and the clustering vine : 
Thus will thy lasting leaves, with beauties hung, 
Prove grateful emblems of the lays he sung j 
Whose soul, exalted like a God of wit. 
Among the Muses and_the Graces writ. 

Anon, 
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Among the nine epitaphs on Euripides none is more deli- 
cate than the following, by Ion (i. 282) : • 

Tluplac rbv &ti wKrbc ix^v B6Xafiop* 
SffOt i* virb x^ovbQ Stv^ 5rt trot gkioQ d^OiTov larai 
Joov 'Oiiriptlaic dtvdoic x^pi<^(v. 

Where could a poet be better lulled to rest than among the 
black-leaved hollows of Pieria ? But the most touching tribute 
to Euripides is from the pen of a brother dramatist, the comic 
poet Philemon (il 94) : t 

tl TaiQ i\ij9tiaivtv oi riOvfiKSric 
altrBiioiv cZ^ov, dvdptQ &q ^a<rlv nvect 
iwriy^dnfiv &v (aar Uiiv Eifpiwidiip. 

Aristophanes is praised by Antipater of Thessalonica (ii. 37) 
as the poet who laughed and hated rightly, 

Kktfiiick Kai ffrila£ dl^ia xai yiKatroQ. 

His plays are characterized as full of fearful graces, ^^pAv 
w\rid6jjL£voi xap/roiK. Over the grave of Anacreon, who receives 
more tributes of this kind than any other poet, roses are to 
bloom, and wine is to be poured, and the thoughts of Smerdies, 
Bathyllus, and Megistias are to linger. Antipater of Sidon 
in particular paid honour to his grave (L 278) : J 

• Hail, dear Euripides, for whom a bed 
In black-leaved vales Pierian is spread : 
Dead though thou art, yet know thy fame shall be 
Like Homer's green through all eternity. 

+ If it be true that in the grave the dead 
Have sense and knowledge, as some men assert, 
I'd hang myself to see Euripides. 

{ Around the tomb, O bard divine I 

Where soft thy hallowed brow reposes. 
Long may the deathless ivy twine, 
And summer pour his waste of roses ! 
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^oXXoi nrpaKSpviA^Cf *AvdKptov, ifi^i ei Kiffffhc 

aPpd n XtifAutvutv vopi^vpkwv irlraXa* 
vriyai S* dpyivdtvTo^ dvaOXlfioivro yoXaifroc, 

tvudt£ d' dwb yiJQ rjdv x^oiro fU9v, 
6^pa Ki TOi fTvodiri re Kai dtrrsa repif/iv dptirai, 

tl Bri TIC ^^t/i^voif XP'M'"'*''*'" tif^poHvay 
& rb 0/Xov orlp^acy ^*X«, pdpPirov, ia aiv aoidf 

le&vTa BiaifXkKras Kat tr^v ipwTi /3tov. 

The same poet begins another epitaph thus : 

T^fiPoc * AvoKptlovroi:' b Tffioc kuOdSt kvkvoq 
Mil xh iraidktv Cwporari} /taviti. 

Less cheerful are the sepulchres of the satirists. We are 
' bidden not to wake the sleeping wasp upon the grave ot 
Hipponax (i. 350) : • 

rbv ^pixrhv ' Iirirw vacroc, ovre x^ rk^pa 
iaftfiidZn BovirdXtiov is irrvyoQ^ 

nil TTUfC iyt^pyC tf^ifKa Tdv KOlfui>fUPOVf 

he o{tS* iv q.iy vvv KtKolftiKtv %5Xov, 
VKdlotMTi fiirpoic 6p9d To^tixrae imi. 



\ 



And many a fount shall there distU, 
And many a rill refresh the flowers ; 

But wine shall gush in every rill. 
And every fount jrield milky showers. 

Thus, shade of him whom nature taught 
To tune his lyre and soul to pleasure. 

Who gave to love his warmest thought. 
Who gave to love his fondest measure ; 

Thus, after death, if spirits feel. 

Thou mayest, from odours roimd thee streaming, 
A pulse of past enjoyment steal. 

And live again in blissful dreaming. 

Th. Moore. 

• Stranger, beware I This grave hurls words like hail : 
Here dwells the dread Hipponax, dealing bale. 
£*en 'mid his ashes, fretful, poisonous. 
He shoots Iambics at slain Bnpalus. 
Wake not the sleeping wasp : for though he's dead, 
Still straight and tore his crooked lines are sped. 
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The same thought is repeated with even more of descriptive 
energy in an epitaph on Archilochus (i. 287) : * 

vri\ka rhV 'Apx«X6xow irapairrfvriov, 8^ icon vtKpt)v 

fiovoav Ix^dvaitfi wp&roc ipa^/t x^^Vt 
aifidla^ *E\iKuva rbv Hfupov oUt AvK&fifinQ 

fAVp6fUvoc TpKre&v &ftftara Ovyaripiav' 
lipifia i^ irap&fjLiiyj/oVf 69oiir6pi, fifi wort rovit 

Ktvfiffyt TVftp(if tr^fJKai l^tZofiivovc* 

Diogenes offers similar opportunities for clever writing. 
The best of his epitaphs is this well-known but anonymous 
dialogue (L 285) :t 

tMy K^oVy rivoQ dvdpdc l^orotc fnjfia ^v\d<Tvti£ ; 

rov KVvS^' dWd ric i^v ovroc dvrjp i Kvcov ; 
Aioyivric. yivos tliri, XiviainvQ. &c viOov i^kh ; 

Kai fiAXa' vvv ik Oavutv dtrripac oIkov ix^i. 

The epitaphs on Erinna, who died when she was only nine- 
teen, are charged with the thought which so often recurs when 
we reflect on poets like Chatterton untimely slain ; — ^what would 
not they have done, if they had lived ? (i. 275) : J 

• Here sleeps Archilochus by the salt sea; 
Who first with viper's gall the muse did stain. 
And bathed mild Helicon with butchery. 
Lycambes weeping for his daughters three 
Learned this. Pass then in silence : be not fieiin 
To stir the wasps that round his grave remain. 

f Tell me, good dog, whose tomb you guard so well ? 
The Cynic's. True : but who that Cynic, telL 
Diogenes, of fair Sinope*s race. 
What ! He that in a tub was wont to dwell ? 
Yes : but the stars are now his dwelling-place. 

J. A. Symonds, M.D. 

X These are Erinna's soi^ : how sweet, though slight ! — 
For she was but a girl of nineteen years : — 
Yet stronger far than what most men can write : 
Had Death delayed, whose fame had equalled hers ? 
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wc ttv TrapBiviKOQ IvviaKaiiiKkrivQ, 
6XK* iripiav xoWStv dvvariaTipos' tl i* *AiiaQ ol 
/Atj Taxi^C UXOt, ris Av toXIkov itrx Hv^iia ; 

Sappho rouses a louder strain of celebration (i. 276) : • 

Sa?r0itf rot kMuq x^^^ kioKi rdv fAtrd Mo6<raic 

dOavdraiQ Bvardv Movvav Aniofiivavy 
&v KvvpiQ Kai*Epw£ oi)v Hfi* irpa^oVf oq fiira lltiB^ 

ivXtK* dii^iitov TlupiSiav vrk^avov, 
"EXkadi /ikv riptj/iv, <Toi dk xXloc' •& rpiiXiKTOv 

Mdipai divivaai vrjfta icar ^^axdraQy 
iruQ ovK ixXuttraaBt iravd^Oirov iifiap doidtf 

d^Oira nti<rafikva Up* *EXiKiaviddwv ; 

This is the composition of Antipater of Sidon, who excels in 
this special style. Without losing either the movement or the 
passion of poetry, he is always delicate and subtle in his judg- 
ments. His epigrams on Pindar are full of fire (i. 280) : t 

UitptKdv aoXiTiyya, rbv iifayiwv fiapitv ^fivtufv 

XakKtvrdvy KarkxH IlivBapov Hdi ir^viCy 
ov fieXoc iitratktv ^9iylai6 rev, &c irorc Move&v 

ip Kdifiov OaXdfioiQ ff/i^voc dvtwXdffaro. 



* Does Sappho then beneath thy bosom rest, 
iEolian earth ? that mortal Muse, confessed 
Inferior only to the choir above. 
That foster-child of Venus and of Love ; 
Warm from whose lips divine Persuasion came, 
Greece to delight, and raise' the Lesbian name. 
O ye, who ever twine the three-fold thread, 
Ye Fates, why number with the silent dead 
That mighty songstress, whose unrivalled powers 
Weave for the Muse a crown of deathless flowers ? 

Francis Hodgson. 

Pieria*s clarion, he whose weighty brain 
Forged many a hallowed h3rmn and holy strain, 
Pindar, here sleeps beneath the sacred earth : 
Hearing his songs a man might swear the brood 
Of Muses made them in their hour of mirth. 
What time round Cadmus* marriage-bed they stood. 
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The very quintessence of criticism is contained in the phrases 
(rdXTTtyf, xaXureurctc. The Appendix Planudea (ii. 590) contains 
another epitaph on Pindar by Antipater, which for its beautiful 
presentation of two legends connected with his life deserves to 
be quoted : * 

vippiiojv 6ir6ffov ffoKtriy^ vrrtpiaxiv avX&Vf 

r6<y<Tov vwkp wdtraQ Icpayf <nto x«^vc* 
oifSk fidrriv airaXoic ircpt %ciXc<riv kefibt Iccivoc 

IwXafft Krjp6StroVf UtvSapiy vtXo fikXt. 
fiaprvc 6 MaivaXiot Ktp6fiQ Otbt Ijftvov diltraQ 

rbv trio leai vofiUoy Xtiffdfitvog dovdKiav, 

It is impossible to do justice to all these utterances on the 
'early poets. — iEschylus (i. 281) : 

6 TpayiKhv ^btvtffia Kal d^pvSfatray doiSrjv^ 
wpytiHTaQ fTTipapy Trp&roQ Iv tveniy. 

Alcman (i. 277) : 

rbv yaptcvr* 'AXxfiava^ rbv vfivfirijp' vfitvaitov 
KVKVov, rbv Movff&v d^ia fitXyl/dfifvov. 



Stesichorus (ii. 36) : 

lawa 
Ibycus (ii. 36) : 



*OfiripiKbv 3f r dwb ptv/Aa 
lawava^ oUtioiCf ^rritrixop*, Iv KOfidroig. 



riSit rt UiiOovQf 
'iPvKtf Kal waidtjv uvBoq dftfitrdntvt. 

Enough has been quoted to show the delicate and apprecia- 
tive criticism of the later and lighter Greek poets for the earlier 

♦ As the war-trumpet drowns the rustic flute, 
So when your lyre is heard all strings are mute : 
Not vain the labour of those clustering bees 
Who on your infant lips spread honey-dew : 
Witness great Pan who hymned your melodies, 
Pindar, for^getful of his pipes for you. 
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and grander. It is also consolatory to find that almost no 
unknown great ones are praised in these epigrams ; whence we 
may conclude that the masterpieces of Greek literature are 
almost as numerous now as they were in the age of Nero. The 
philosophers receive their due meed of celebration. Plato 
can boast of two splendid anonymous epitaphs (i. 285) :• 



yaia fuv iv c^Xttoic Kpvwrii r6dt trdfia ItkdrtovoQy 



and — 



altriy riirri pkfiriKae vwkp r&^ov ; ^ rlvoct dirk, 

doTipStvra BiStv oUcov dirotneowiitQ ; 
^PC^C «^/*^ n\dru>vos diroTtrafiivric Ic'OXvftirov 

tucwv ffwfia dk yfi ytiytvic 'AtOiq Ix^t. 

It is curious to find both Thucydides (ii. 119) and Lyco- 
phron (ii. 38) characterized by their difficulty. 

Closely allied in point of subject to many of the epitaphs 
are the so-called hortatory epigrams, iTriypafifxara vpoTpeiriKd, 
These consist partly of advice to young men and girls to take 
while they may the pleasures of the moment, partly of wise 
saws and maxims borrowed fi-om the Stoics and the Cynics, 
fi-om Euripides and the comic poets. Lucian and Palladas are 
the two most successful poets in this style. Palladas, whose 
life falls in the first half of the fifth century, a Pagan, who 
regarded with disgust the establishment of Christianity, attained 
by a style of " elegant mediocrity" to the perfection of pro- 

• Earth in her breast hides Plato's dust : his soul 
The gods for ever 'mid their ranks enrol. 



and : 



Eagle 1 why soarest thou above that tomb ? 
To what sublime and star-y-paven home 

Floatest thou ? 
I am the image of swift Plato's spirit. 
Ascending heaven : Athens does inherit 

His corpse below. 

Shei.ley. 
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verbial philosophy in verse. When we remember that the 
works of Emipides, Menander, Philemon, Theophrastus, and 
the Stoics were mines from which to quarry sentiments about 
the conduct of life, we understand the general average of 
excellence below which he rarely falls and above which he 
never rises. Yet in this section, as in the others of the 
Anthology, some of the anonymous epigrams are the best 
Here is one (ii. 251) : * 

tlQ dtSriv iOtia car^X i;<tic, tlr' dir' 'AOfivStv 

<rrtixotCf elre vixvc vitrtai U M(p6iic* 
fiTJ ak y dvtdna vdrpric dirorijikt QavSvra* 

wdvrodiv cic ^ ^Bpttfv etc dtBriv dve/ioQ. 

Here is another, which repeats the old proverb of the cup and 
the lip (ii. 257):— 

And another, on the difference between the leaders and the 
followers in the pomp of life (ii. 270) : — 

voXkoi rot vap9riK0^6poi iravpot di rt pdxxoi. 

Equally without author's name is the following excellent 
prayer (ii 271) :t 

Ztv PamXiv rd ftkv ioBXd xal ({fX*>f^^^V '^'^^ dvi(ncroic 
dfifii SiSov* rd Sk Xvypd Kai titxoyiivitiv dmpvKOiQ, 



♦ Straight is the way to Acheron, 
Whether the spirit's race is run 
From Athens or from Meroe : 
Weep not, far off from home to die ; 
The wind doth blow in every sky, 
That wafu us to that doleful sea. 

J. A. Symonds, M.D. 

t God, grant us good, whether or not we pray ; 
But e'en from praying souls keep bad away. 
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Lucian gives the following good advice on the use of wealth 
(ii. 256):* 

ci»C rcOvi7(<$^voc ^Stv ff&v AyaOwv dtroXavt, 

utQ Bk Piiaa6fUvoQ ^(iSto trwv Krtdvutv' 
ion d' dvT^p oo^bc oiroQ d^ dfi^ ravra vorjtrag 

^iBoi Kai Savdvy fiirpov i^ripftoffaro. 

Agathias asks why we need fear death (ii. 264) : + 

rbv Bdvarov ri ^oPdffOf, rbv i}<rux''?C yivtrijpaf 

rbv wavovra vooovq xai ireviijc b^vvaci 
pLovvov Uira^ Ovtfroic irapayiviraty oitdk iror* avrbv 

iUiv riQ Ovi^Tiav Stvrtpov lpx6ft£vov' 
ai Sk v6eoi iroWai Kai voUtXat, dWor* iw* dXKov 

ipX^fitvai BvTiT&v Kai fi£raPa\\6fiivai. 

The remainder of my quotations from this section will all be 
taken from Palladas. Here is his version of the proverb 
attributed to Democritus that life's a stage (ii. 265) : J 

OKfivrj ?rac ^ Ploc Kai iralyviov* i) fidOi iraiZ^iv 
ri}v ofTovSrjv fiiraStiQ i) ^kpt rd^ divvaQ. 

Here, again, is the old complaint that man is Fortune's play- 
thing (ii. 266) : § 

• Your goods enjoy, as if about to die ; 
As if about to live, use sparingly. 
That man is wise, who, bearing both in mind, 
A mean, befitting waste and thrift, can find. 

Burgess. 

t Why shrink from Death, the parent of repose, 
The cure of sickness and all human woes ? 
As through the tribes of men he speeds his way, 
Once, and but once, his visit he will pay ; 
Whilst pale diseases, harbingers of pain. 
Close on each other crowd — an endless train. ^ 

W. Shepherd. 

X All life's a scene, a jest : then learn to play. 
Dismissing cares, or bear your pains alway. 

§ This wretched life of ours is Fortune's ball ; 
' Twixt wealth and poverty she bandies all : 
These, cast to earth, up to the skies rebound ; 
These, tossed'to heaven, come tumbling to the ground. 

GoLDwiN Smith. 
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TtarfViov ieri tvxtiq fKporriav /3ioc, oierpoc, aX^rijc, 

vXovTov Kai vivirjc fiinaoQi ptfipSftivoc. 
Kai Tovc fikv Karayovaa vaKiv ai^aiptjibv dtlpu, 

roi&C 5* dirb r&v vt^iXwv ci'c 6tdtiP Kardyti, 

Here again but cadenced in Iambics, is the Flight of Time 
(ii. 266):* 

& rrjQ fipaxiioQ ilfBovriQ rijc rov /3ioV 
r^v d^vTtiTa rov xp^vov vivBritrarf 
^fifiC Ka9tK6fJLtff9a Kai Koifi^fitOa, 
fiox'^ovvrtg ^ rpv^Sn^rt^' 6 dk xp^^oC *'P«X**» 
rpkx^i KaO* ruiStv rdv rakaivwpiav ^porStVy 
fkpiav Uderov rtp piift Karacrpo^iiv, 

The next epigram is literally bathed in tears (ii. 267) :t 

iaxpvx'^^v yipSfitiv rat ^axpvaaQ dwoOvriffKia* 
BaKpvtri B* iv voXXoXq rbv Piov tvpou oXov, 

uf yhog dvBpdtinav iroKvdaKpvrov, d<T9evfCf oUTpSy^ 
^aivdfiivov KaTit yrjc (^«2 ^iaXv6ficvov. 

When he chooses to be cynical, Palladas can present the 
physical conditions of human life with a crude brutality which 
is worthy of a monk composing a chapter D^ Contemptu 



• 



O for the joy of life that disappears ! — 
Weep then the swiftness of the flying years : 
We sit upon the ground and sleep away, 
Toiling or feasting ; but time runs for aye, 
Runs a fell race against poor wretched man, 
Bringing for each the day that ends his span. 

t Tears were my birth-right ; bom in tears, 
In tears too must I die ; 
And mine has been, through life's long years, 

A tearful destiny. 
Such is the state of man ; from birth 

To death all comfortless : 
Then swept away beneath the earth 
In utter nothingness. 

Edward Stokes. 
2 B 
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humance miseries. It is enough to allude to the epigrams upo» 
the birth (ii. 259) and the breath (ii. 265) of man. To this 
had philosophy fallen in the death of Greece. One more 
quotation from Palladas has a touch of pathos. The old order 
has yielded to the new : Theodosius has closed the temples r 
the Greeks are in ashes : their very hopes remain among the 
dead (ii. 268) : 

"EXXiyvlc iaiktv avSpfs Iffirodiafiivoi, 
viKpuv ixoi^rti: iX'jridae rtOaftfikva^' 
dvtOTpd^il yAp vdvra vvv rd vpdyftara. 

With this wail the thin lamentable voice of the desiccated 
rhetorician ceases. 

Akin to these hortatory epigrams, in their tone of settled 
melancholy, are some of the satiric and convivial. It is. 
necessary, when we think of the Greeks as the brightest and 
sunniest of all races, to remember what songs they sang at 
their banquets, and to comfort ourselves with the reflection^ 
that between their rose-wreaths and the bright Hellenic sky 
above them hung for them, no less than for ourselves, the 
cloud of death. 

What more dismal drinking-song can be conceived than 
this?(i. 337):* 

ovdkv dftapTtiffac yivSfifiv ^apd riHv fti TiKovruV 

ytwriOtiQ B* 6 roKat ipxof^oi itg *Atdriv' 
w /(t((c yopiufv OavaTti^popoC ufioi dvdyKijQ 

if fit vpoairiKuou nf arvyipf Oavdrtfi' 

* My sire begat me ; 'twas no fault of mine : 
But being bom, in Hades I must pine : 
O birth-act that brought death ! O bittfer fate 
That drives me to the grave disconsolate ! 
To nought I turn, who nothing was ere birth ; 
For men are nought and less than nothing worth. 
Then let the goblet gleam for me, my friend ; 
Pour forth care-soothing wine, ere pleasures end. 
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Qvllv lufv ytvd^TjV irdXiv i(T<To^ai «c ir6poc ovSkf' 

ovdiv Kal fifjSiv r&v fitpSTrutv to ytpog' 
\tiir6v fiot rb icifireWov <i7ro<TrtX/3w<rov, haipfy 

Kal XvrrtjQ dKOvr^v rbv Bpo/iiov vaptxi* 

The good sense of Cephalas placed it among the epitaphs ; 
for in truth it is the quintessence of the despair of the grave. 
Yet its last couplet forces us to drag it from the place of 
tombs, and put it into the mouth of some late reveller of the 
decadence of Hellas. It has to my ear the ring of a drink- 
ing-song sung in a room with closed shutters, after the guests 
have departed by some sad companion, who does not know 
that the dawn has gone forth and the birds are aloft in the air. 
The shadow of night is upon him. Though Christ be risen 
and the sun of hope is in the sky, he is still as cheerless as 
Mimnermus. Here is another of the same tone (ii. 287) : * 

ifuig l^ riovQ irapafTSfiireTatf tlr* afuXovvnav 

iflftwv IKai^vtie ij^H 6 icop^vpioQ, 
Kui Toi>Q ftkv TtiKaQf roi>c ^' 6irrri<rac, kviovQ ^^ 

^v(ri\aaQy li^ci w&vrac IqIv fidpaBpov. 

And another, with a more delicate ring of melancholy in the 
last couplet (ii. 289) : t 

vwbttiQ a Wnlpv rb Sk ckv^oq avrb /3o j ai' 
typiOy fi)) ripwov yioipdiy fAtXiry 



* Mora follows mora ; till while we careless play, 
Comes suddenly the darksome king, whose breath « 
Or wastes or burns or blows our Jife away, 
But drives us all down to one pit of death. 

t Thou sleepest, friend : but see, the beakers call I 
Awake, nor dote on death that waits for all. 
Spare not, my Diodorus, but drink free 
Till Bacchus loose each weak and faltering knee. 
Long will the years be when we can't carouse- 
Long, long : up then ere age hath touched our brows. 
2 B 2 
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ftti ^iffy AiSiijjpi' XdppoQ S* e/c Bd^xov 6\i(tBuv 

ax^'C^irt (TfaXtpov J^iapoirSTti ySvaros' 
tfffftO* 8r* oif trUftioBa, itoX^q ttoKvq' dXX ay* ixtiyov. 

Tf ffvvtrrj Kpord^iav uwrtrai lifUTipvv. 

And yet another (ii. 294),* which sounds like the Florentine 
Carnival Song composed by Lorenzo de' ^edici : 

Chi vuol esser lieto sia ; 
Di doman' non h certezza : 

irivt Kal tv^paivov' ri yap avpiov ti re rb /liXXov 

ovdftg yivuxTKH' fti^ rpixC) M^ KOiria' 
ufc iifvattaiy xapctrac, fiiradoSy ^^y^ Oviird Xoyi^ov* 

rb (^v Tov fi>^ Zijv ovBkv 5X*»c dwix^''' 
vaQ b pioQ ToiSeh poirij fiovov hv irpoXtl^yc ^ov 

d.v Ik BdvyQ iripov ifavra* eii S* obSkp cx^'C* 

But the majority of the tVcypa/i/xara trKunrriKa are not of this 
kind. They are written for the most part, in Roman style, on 
ugly old women, misers, stupid actors, doctors to dream of 
whom is death, bad painters, poets who kill you with their 
elegies, men so light that the wind carries them about like 
stubble, or so thin that a gossamer is strong enough to strangle 
them ; vices, meannesses, deformities of all kinds. Lucillius, 
a Greek Martial of the age of Nero, is both best and most 
prolific in this kind of composition. But of all the sections of 
the Anthology this is certainly the least valuable. The true 
superiority of Greek to Latin literature in all its species is that 
it is far more a work of pure beauty, of unmixed poetry. In 

* Drink and be merry. What the morrow brings 
No mortal knoweth : wherefore toil or run ? 
Spend while thoa mayst, eat, fix on present things 
Thy hopes and wishes : life and death are one. 
One moment : grasp life's goods ; to thee they fall. 
Dead, thou hast nothing, and another all. 

GoLDWiN Smith. 
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LucilUus the Hellenic muse has deigned for once to assume 
the Roman toga, and to show that if she chose, she could 
rival the hoarse-throated satirists of the empire on their own 
ground. But she has abandoned her lofty eminence, and 
descended to a lower level. The same may be said in brief 
about the versified problems and riddles (ii. pp. 467-490), 
which are not much better than elegant acrostics of this or the 
last century. It must, however, be remarked that the last- 
mentioned section contains a valuable collection of Greek 
oracles. 

Of all the amatory poets of the Anthology, by far the noblest 
is Meleager. He was a native of Gadara in Palestine, as he 
tells us in an epitaph composed in his old age : 

irdrpa H fU riKvoi 
'ArBtQ iv 'AanvpiOiQ vaiofiiva, Vddapa. 

It is curious to think of this town, which firom our childhood 
we have connected with the miracle of the demoniac and the 
swine, as a Syrian Athens, the birthplace of the most mellifluous 
of all erotic songsters. Meleager's date is half a century or 
thereabouts before the Christian era. He therefore was 
ignorant of the work and the words of One who made the 
insignificant place of his origin world-famous. Of his history 
we know really nothing more than his own epigrams convey ; 
the two following couplets frrom one of his epitaphs record his 
sojourn during different periods of his life at Tyre and at Ceos : 

(ip OtSwatc ffvBpiafft Tvpoc TaBdpiav 0* Upd. x^«V 

Kwc S* ipatr^ MtpSirttty irpiffPvv iytiporpo^i. 
*A\y it ftky Ivpoc iacrc, l^dXafi' tl d* ovv vuyt ^oiviKt 

This triple salutation, coming from the son of Gadara and Tyre 
and Ceos, brings us close to the pure humanity which distin- 
guished Meleager. Modem men, judging him by the standard 
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of Christian morality, may feel justified in flinging a stone at 
the poet who celebrated his Muiscos and his Diodes, his 
Heliodora and his Zenophila, in too voluptuous verse. But 
those who are content to criticise a pagan by his own 
rule of right and wrong, will admit that Meleager had 
a spirit of the subtlest and the sweetest, a heart of the ten- 
derest, and a genius of the purest that has be,en ever granted 
to an elegist of earthly love. While reading his verse, it is 
impossible to avoid laying down the book and pausing to 
exclaim : How modem is the phrase, h6w true the passion, 
how unique the style ! Though Meleager's voice has been 
mute a score of centuries, it yet rings clear and vivid in our 
ears; because the man was a real poet, feeling intensely, 
expressing forcibly and beautifully, steeping his style in the 
fountain of tender sentiment which is eternal. We find in him 
none of the cynicism which defiles Straton, or of the volup- 
tuary's despair which gives to Agathias the morbid splendour 
of decay, the colours of corruption. All is simple, lively, fi'esh 
with joyous experience in his verse. 

The first great merit of Meleager as a poet is limpidity. A 
crystal is not more transparent than his style ; but the crystal 
to which we compare it itiust be coloured with the softest flush 
of beryl or of amethyst. Here is a little poem in praise of 
Heliodora (i. 85) :* 

ttXI^o) \ivKoloVy TrXi^tu c' a-KuKriv ufia fivproiQ 
vdpKiaffov, 9rXe^(i> rot rd ytXdvTa Kplpa, 



• I'll twine white violets, and the myrtle green ; 
Narcissus will I twine, and lilies sheen ; 
I'll twine sweet crocus, and the hyacinth blue ; 
And last I twine the rose, love's token true : 
That all may form a wreath of beauty, meet 
To deck my Heliodora's tresses sweet. 

GoLDwiN Smith. 
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ttXI^oi Koi Kp6K0v f)dvv' liriirXi^ta S* vaKivBov 

-TTop^vpiriv, «rXU(ii leai ^ikkpaffra p6ca, 
utQ civ IttI Kpord^oiQ fivpo^ocrpvxov *U\ioBwpac 

tvir\6Kaftov xatriiv avOofioXy ffri^avog* 

'Nothing can be more simple than the expression, more ex- 
-quisite than the cadence of these lines. The same may be said 
about the elegy on Cleariste (i. 307): • 

ov ydfiov dXX' 'Aidav Itrivvfit^iCLov KXiapiara 

ci^QTo, vapBiviac ilfifiara Xvofikva* 
dpri yap iaTrkpioi vvfitpa^ inl SikXioiv dx^vp 

Xioroi Ktti OaXdfiuv lirXaraytvvTO BvpaC 
yipoi d* dXoXvyfibv dvkKpayov, U ^ 'Tftkvaioc 

fftyaSttc yotphv ^Otyfia fit9apfi6<raTO' 
ai 0' aifTai xai ^iyyog id<fSoifXOVv vapd iratTTtf 

mvKai, Kal ipOifikvif. vioOiv Itpaivov odov. 

The thought of this next epigram recalls the song to Ageanax 
dn Theocritus' 7th Idyll :— (ii. 402) :t 

ovpioQ ifiirptv^aQ vavraic Noroc, w cvekpwTiQf 

iffiiav fuv y(^vxdc lipvaaiv *AvSpdya9op' 
Tptc ftaKapec vatg, rpic S* aX/3ia KOftara wovrovy 

TiTpaKi ^' titdaifiwv iratSo^opCtv dvffioc' 



Poor Cleariste loosed her virgin zone 

Not for her wedding, but for Acheron ; 

'Twas but last eve the merry pipes were swelling, 

And dancing footsteps thrilled the festive dwelling ; 

Mom changed those notes for wailings loud and long, 

And dirges drowned the hymeneal song ; 

Alas ! the very torches meant to wave 

Around her bridal couch, now light her to the gi-ave ! 

J. A. Symonds, M.D. 

Pair blows the breeze : the seamen loose the sail : — 
O men that know not love, your favouring gale 
Steals half my soul, Andragathos, from me ! 
Thrice lucky ships, and billows of the sea 
Thrice blessed, and happiest breeze that bears the boy I 
O would I were a dolphin that my joy. 
Here on my shoulders ferried, might behold 
Rhodes, the fair island thronged with boys of gold ! 
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irop9fttv9uQ iaidy rav y^vKviratda 'PoSov. 

These quotations are sufficient to set forth the purity of 
Meleagefs style, though many more examples might have been 
borrowed from his epigrams on the cicada, on the mosquitoes 
who tormented Zenophila, on Antiochus, who would have been 
Er6s if Er6s had worn the boy's petasos and chlamys. The 
next point to notice about him is the suggestiveness of his 
language, his faculty of creating the right epithets and turning 
the perfect phrase that suits his meaning. The fragrance of the 
second line in this couplet is undefinable but potent : 

10 BvffipiiJC ^x*) ^0'i<^cii iroTt ical ii*'6vilpuv 
iidwXotg KtikXtvc Kut^d xXtati/o/uvi}. 

It is what all day-dreamers and castle-builders, not to speak of 
the dreamers of the night, must fain cry out in their despair. 
The common motive of a lover pledging his absent mistress is 
elevated to a region of novel beauty by the passionate repeti- 
tion of words in this first line : 

fyX** *<*' wdXiv tivk trdXiv irdXtv ^HXiiodittpac- 

In the same way a very old thought receives new exquisite- 
ness in the last couplet of the epitaph on Heliodora : 

dWd <rf yovvovftai Ta iravrpo^e rdv 'iravdSvprov 
i^pifia aoXc kSXttoic fidnp IvayKaXtaau 

The invocation to Night, which I will next quote, has its own 
beauty derived from the variety of images which are subtly and 
capriciously accumulated : 

2v rSSk TrafififiTttpa Qtuf Xiroftai at ^iXti N{;C 
vai Xirofiai Kwfiwv ovftirXavi voryia Nvf. 
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But Meleager's epithets for Love are perhaps the triumphs of 
verbal coinage : 

Ion V o iraTc yXvKvSaKpvc if[\a\oc ufKvg itrapfiffQ 
atftd yeXwv 'TtrtpStic vutra ipaptTpo^pog, 

Again he calls him afipovihXoc tpwc and fashions words like 
\l/vxayraTrj€^ vwyaTraTTjCf to express the qualities of the treacherous 
god. In some of his metaphorical descriptions of passion he 
displays a really fervid imagination. To this class of creation 
belong the poems on the Soul's thirst (ii. 414), on the memory 
of beauty that lives like a fiery image in the heart (ii. 413), and 
the following splendid fiction of the tyranny of Love. He is 
addressing his soul, who has once again incautiously been 
trapped by Er6s : 

tI fidrrjv ivi iiCfioic 
(TwaipitQ ; a^roc cpofC T(k irrtpd cov SihKiVt 
Kal <r' imirvp Utrrrjotf fivpoig S* t^pavt Xivdnvovvy 
iCJKi ck Zi^iliKTy ddtepva Oipfsct vuiv. 

Surely a more successful marriage of romantic fancy to classic 
form was never effected even by a modern poet This line 
again contains a bold and splendid metaphoT : 

KUfidZta i* oifK olvop vir^ ^piva irvp Sk ytfiiaOfig, 

Meleager had a soul that inclined to all beautiful and tender 
things. Having described the return of spring in a prolonged 
chant of joy, he winds up %vith words worthy of a Troubadour 
or Minnesinger in the April of a new age : 

TTUfQ o{t XP^ '^'ii doiCuv iv uapi Ka\bv dtXtrai ; 

The cicada, cpoffepaiQ trrayoyifftn fitdvtrdtigy the airro^vtc fiifirifjia 
\vpaQ (a conceit by the way in the style of Marini or of 
Calderon), the bee whom he addresses as itvOodiaire fiikiafra, 
and all the flowers for which he has found exquisite epithets, 
the <l>i\ojjiftfh}g vdpKiOfTOQ) the <j>ikipa(Tra poda, the ovpealfoiTa 
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Kplvay and again to, yeXt^vra Kpiva, testify to the passionate 
love and to the purity of heart with which he greeted and 
studied the simplest beauties of the world. In dealing with 
flowers he is particularly felicitous. Most exquisite are the 
lines in which he describes his garland of the Greek poets and 
. assign3 to each some favourite of the garden or the field, and 
again those other couplets which compare the boys of Tyre to 
a bouquet culled by Love for Aphrodite. Bata ^iv dWh p6ca : 
these are the words in which Meleager describes the too few but 
precious verses of Sappho, and for his own poetry they have a 
peculiar propriety. Tfai (wovmy dn^oveg we may say, quoting 
Callimachus, when we take leave of him. His poetry has the 
sweetness and the splendour of the rose, the rapture and full- 
throated melody of the nightingale. 

Next in artistic excellence to Meleager among the amatory 
poets is Straton, a Greek of Sardis, who lived in the second 
century. But there are few readers who, even for the sake 
of his pure and perfect language, will be prepared to put up 
with the immodesty of his subject-matter. Straton is not so 
delicate and subtle in style as Meleager : but he has a mascu- 
line vigour and f?effete of phrase peculiar to himself. It is not 
possible to quote many of his epigrams. He suffers- the 
neglect which necessarily obscures those men of genius who 
misuse their powers. Yet the story of the garland-weaver 
(ii. 396), and the address to schoolmasters (ii. 219), are too 
clever to be passed by without notice. The follo\ving epigram 
on a picture of Ganymede gives a very fair notion of Straton's 
style (ii. 425) :* 

<rrc7xc irphQ aiOkpa Slov, arlpxeo 7ra7da KOftiZtitv 

• Soar upward to the air divine : 
Spread broad thy pinions aquiline : 
Carry amid thy plumage him, 
Who fills Jove's beaker to the brim : 
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OTcTx' Tov appbv f xtuv TawftriSta, fiti^k fitOeiriQ 

Tov Aibc rfiitrrutv olvoxbov rvXiKcuv* 
ipti^fo S* a\ftdKai Kovpov yafttf/wpvx*' rapatf 

/»i) Ztifs &^yti<ry tovto papvp6fiivoc. 

To this may be added an exhortation to pleasure in despite of 
death (ii. 288).* 

Callimachus deserves mention as a third with Meleager and 
Straton. His style, drier than that of Meleager, more elevated 
than Straton's, is marked by a frigidity of good scholarship 
which only at intervals warms into the fire of passionate 
poetry. In writing epigrams Callimachus was careful to pre- 
serve the pointed character of the composition. He did not 
merely, as is the firequent wont of Meleager, indite a short 
poem in elegiacs. This being the case, his love poems, 
though they are many, are not equal to his epitaphs. 

To mention all the poets of the amatory chapters would be 
impossible. Their name is legion. Even Plato the divine, 
by right of this epigram to Aster :t 

dffTtpae fltraOptic Sivriip iftS^' iWt ytvoifitiv 
oifpavbg i>s iroWoig ofifiaaiv ilg ffk pXkwut. 



Take care that neither crooked claw 
Make the boy's thigh or bosom raw ; 
For Jove will wish thee sorry speed 
If thou molest his Ganymede. 

* Drink now, and love, Democrates ; for we 
Shall not have wine and bo3rs eternally : 
Wreathe we our heads, anoint ourselves with myrrh ; 
Others will do this to our sepulchre : 
Let now my living bones with wine be drenched ; 
Water may deluge them when I am quenched. 

f Gazing at stars, my star? I would that I were the welkin, 
Starry with infinite eyes, gazing for ever at thee I 

Frederick Farrar. 
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And of this to Agathon : • 

rfiv ^vxh^ 'AydOutva ^tkwv lirl x«t^*o"tv i<rxov' 
ijKOt ydp rf rXiifiutv uc oiaPri<rofUVti 

takes rank in the erotic cycle. Yet we may touch in passing 
on the names of Philodemus and Antipater, the former a native 
of Gadara, the latter a Sidonian, whose epitaph was composed 
by Meleager. Their poems help to complete the picture of 
Syrian luxury and culture in the cities of North Palestine, which 
we gain when reading Meleager. Of Philodemus the liveliest 
epigram is a dialogue, which seems to have come straight from 
the pages of some comedy (i. 68) ; but the majority of his verses 
belong to that class of literature which finds its illustration in 
the Gabinetto Segreto of the Neapolitan Museum. Occasion- 
ally he strikes a true note of poetry, as in this invocation to 
the moon : t 

vvKrepivrj dUspiac ^0<oirdvvvxe ^a7vc <reXi7V}|, 

0nii/€ ii* fvTpfiTutv fiaWofiivri OvpiSutV 
avyaZf xpwffiiyv KaXXiVnov* if r& ^iXtvvTutv 

ipya KarovTfVHv ov ^96voq dSaudry, 
6\i3iZiic *«i TTiy^i Kal TifisnQ oUa aiXtjvti' 

Kai ydp <rfiv ^vxilv tpXfyiv *Evovfiiu>y, 



• Kissing Helena, together 

With my kiss, my soul beside it 
Came to my lips, and there I kept it, — 
For the poor thing had wandered thither, 
To follow where the kiss should guide it. 
Oh cruel I to intercept it ! 

Shelley. 

t Shine forth, night-wandering, homed, and vigilant queen. 
Through the shy lattice shoot thy silver sheen ; 
Illume Callistion : for a goddess may 
Gaze on a pair of lovers while they play. 
Thou enviest her and me, I know, fair moon, 
For thou didst once bum for Endymion. 
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Antipater shines less in his erotic poems than in the numerous 
epigrams which he composed on the earlier Greek poets, 
. especially on Anacreon, Erinna, Sappho, Pindar, Ibycus. He 
lived at a period when the study of the lyrists was still flou- 
rishing, and each of his couplets contains a fine and thoughtful 
piece of descriptive criticism. 

Another group of amatory poets must be mentioned. Agathias, 
Macedonius, and Paulus Silentiarius, Greeks of Byzantium 
about the age of Justinian, together with Rufinus, whose date . 
is not quite certain, yield the very last firuits of the Greek 
genius, after it had been corrupted by the lusts of Rome and 
the effeminacy of the East. Very pale and hectic are the hues 
which give a sort of sickly beauty to their style. Their epi- 
grams vary between querulous lamentations over old age and 
death, and highly coloured pictures of self-satisfied sensuality. 
Rufinus is a kind of second Straton in the firmness of his touch, 
the cynicism of his impudicity. The complaint of Agathias to 
the swallows that twittered at his window in early dawn (i. 102), 
his description of Rhodanthd and the vintage feast (ii. 297),* 
and those lines in which he has anticipated Jonson's lyric on the 
kiss which made the wine within the cup inebriating (L 107), 
may be quoted as fair specimens of his style. Of Paulus 
Silentiarius I do not care to allude to more than the poem in 



• We trod the brimming wine-press ankle-high, 
Singing wild songs of Bacchic revelry : 
Forth flowed the must in rills ; our cups of wood 
Like cockboats swam upon the honeyed flood : 
With these we drew, and as we filled them, quafled, 
With no warm Naiad to allay the draught : 
But fair Rhodanthe bent above the press, 
And the fount sparkled with her loveliness : 
We in our souls were shaken ; yea, each man 
Quaked beneath Bacchus and the Paphian. 
Ah me ! the one flowed at our feet in streams — 
The other fooled us with mere empty dreams ! 



Digitized by 



Google 



382 THE GREEK POETS. 

which he describes the joy of two lovers (i. 106). What Ariosto 
and Boiardo have dwelt on in some of their most brilliant 
episodes, what Giorgione has painted in the eyes of the shep- 
herd who envies the kiss given by Rachel to Jacob, is here 
compressed into eighteen lines of great literary beauty. But 
a man need be neither a prude nor a Puritan to turn wth sad- 
ness and with loathing from these last autumnal blossoms on 
the tree of Greek beauty. The brothel and the grave are all 
. that is left for Rufinus and his contemporaries. Over the one 
hangs the black shadow of death ; the other is tenanted by 

ghosts of carnal joy : 

"when lust, 
By unchaste looks, loose gestures, and foul talk, 
But most by lewd and lavish acts of sin. 
Lets in defilement to the inward parts, 
The soul grows clotted by contagion, 
Imbodies, and imbrutes, till she quite lose 
The divine property of her first being. 
Such are those thick and gloomy shadows damp 
Oft seen in chamel-vaults and sepulchres. 
Lingering, and sitting by a new-made grave. 
As loth to leave the body that it loved, 
And linked itself by carnal sensuality 
To a d^enerate and degraded state."* 

One large section of the Anthology remains to be considered. 
It contains what are called the imyapfifiara IwdieiKrtKd, or poems 
upon various subjects chosen for their propriety for rhetorical 
exposition. These epigrams, the favourites of modem imita- 
tors, display the Greek taste in this style of composition to the 
best advantage. The Greeks did not regard the epigram merely 
as a short poem with a sting in its tail — to quote the famous 

couplet : 

Omne epigramma sit instar apis : sit aculeus illi : 
Sint sua mella : sit et corporis exigui.f 



• Comus, 463, &c. 

t Three things must epigrams, like bees, have all ; 
A sting and honey and a body small. 

RiLEV. 
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Tnie to the derivation of the word, which means an inscription 
or superscription, they were satisfied if an epigram were short 
and gifted with the honey-dews of Helicon.* Meleager would 
have called his collection a Beehive, and not a Flower-garland, 
if he had acknowledged the justice of the definition which has 
just been cited. The epigrams of which I am about to speak 
are simply little occasional poems, fugitive pieces, Gelegen- 
heitsgedichte, varying in length from two to twenty lines, com- 
posed in elegiac metre, and determined, as to form and treat- 
ment, by the exigencies of the subject. Some of them, it is 
true, are noticeable for ^€\x point; but point is not the same 
as sting. The following panegyric of Athens, for example, 
approximates to the epigram as it is commonly conceived 
(ii-i3):t 

yy \l\v tap KoofioQ voXvSivdpfoc, alQipi f atrrpay 



• A certain Cyril jrives this as his definition of a good epigram (ii. 
75 ; compare No. 342 on p. 69) : 

irdyKoXdv icT iiriypanfta rb oitrrixov' ijv dk vapi\9yc 
Toifg rpffC, pa^ftfiStXc Koifg liriypafifta Xcycrc* 

Two lines complete the epigram— or three : 
Write more j you aim at epic poetry. 

Here the essence of this kind of poetry is said to be brevity. But nothing 
is said about a sting. And on the point of brevity^ the Cyril, to whom 
this couplet is attributed, is far too stringent when judged by the best 
Greek standards. The modem notion of the epigram is derived from a 
study of Martial, whose best verses are satirical and therefore of necessity 
stinging. 

t Spring with her waving trees 
Adorns the earth : to heaven 
The pride of stars is given : 
Athens illustrates Greece : 
She on her brows doth set 
Of men this coronet. 
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The same may be said about the lines upon the vine and the 
goat (ii. 1 5 ; compare 20) : * 

ovoov iirKtrrfiffai <roi rpdyi Ovofjiivtf : 

and the following satire, so well known by the parody of Porson 
("•325):t 

vdvTfc fuv KiXicfc rarot dvkptc Iv Bk KtXi^iv 
(Ic 6ya9bc KivvprjCy rat Kivvpifc ck KtX<(. 

Again the play of words in the last line of this next epigram 
(ii. 24) gives a sort of pungency to its conclusion : X 

• Though thou shouldst gnaw me to the root. 
Destructive goat, enough of fruit 
I bear, betwixt thy horns to shed, 
When to the altar thou art led. 

Merivale. 

f The Germans at Greek 
Are sadly to seek. 
Not five in five-score, 
But ninety-five more ; 
All — save only Hermann ; 
And Hermann's a German. 

Porson. 
t Attic maid ! with honey fed, 

Bear'st thou to thy callow brood 
Yonder locust from the mead, 
Destined their delicious food ? 

Ye have kindred voices clear. 

Ye alike unfold the i^nng, 
Migrate hither, sojourn here. 

Both attendant on the spring. 

Ah I for pity drop the prize ; 

Let it not with truth be said. 
That a songster gasps and dies. 

That a songster may be fed. 

W. COWPKR. 
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hr^X K6pa fitkiOptirrty XoXoc XaXov Apird^aca 

Thriya jrravoic Saira ^iptiQ rkKitriv, 
t6v \6Xov it \aX6i<r<ra, t6v tvTrrtpov a vrtpSiwa^ 

rhv ^kvoy a (ctva, rbv Gtpivbv Oeptvd ; 
Koifxi rdxoQ pi^eic; oif yAp Okftic 6vdk ilKaioy 

SXXvffO* v/ivox6Xovc if/ivoir6\otc (rrSftaatv, 

The Greek epigram has this, in fact, in common with all good 
poems, that the conclusion should be the strongest and most 
emphatic portion. But in liberty of subject and of treatment 
it corresponds to the Italian Sonnet Unquestionably of this 
kind is the famous poem of Ptolemy upon the stars (ii. 118), 
which recalls to mind the saying attributed to Kant, that the 
two things which moved his awe were the stars and the soul 
of man :* 

oU* Sri Ovarbc lyut xai l^afiipoQ* aXX' 8rav dffTpiav 

fia<rTtvia wKivd^ ifi^idpSfiovc ^Xiicac, 
oMt iwiilfavu yaific woalv, i\Kd trap' aifTtf 

Zfivl Otorpt^ioc wifiirXafiai dfiPpoffiriQ, 

The poem on human life, which has been attributed seve- 
rally to Poseidippus and to Plato Comicus, and which Bacon 
thought worthy of imitation, may take rank with the most 
elevated sonnets of modem literature (ii. 71) :t 

* Though but the being of a day, 
When I yon planet's coarse survey, 

This earth I then despise : 
Near Jove's eternal throne I stand, 
And qnaff from an immortal hand 
The nectar of the skies. 

Philip Smyth. 

t Bacon's version, **The world's a bubble, and the life of man — ^" bboth 
well known and too long to quote. The following is from the pen of Sir 
John Beaumont : 

What course of life should wretched mortals take ? 
In courts hard questions large contention make : 
2 C 
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woifiv TIC Pioroto rd/i^ rpifiov ; <^y dyopy ftip 

viUta Kal xaXcirai xp^tcc iv dk S6ftotc 
^pSyrtdfC h i* dypoic K<ifiATt»y Sktg' Iv dk Ba\&99y 

f^v 9' Awopyt, iiiftffpf6v ix^iC y^ftov ; ovk ifuptftvog 

iffffiai' oif yafu%tc ; Zv^ ^i"' ipilV^rfpoQ' 
TtKva irSvoiy iriipunric dwatt Pioe* al vtornne 

d^povtCy ai voXiai ^ IfiwaXiif ddpavitc 
ijv dpa TOtv di(Tffoiv ipbc aipitriCf ^ rb yfvkcBai 

imliirof 4 rh 9aviiv ahrUa rifrSfitvov, 

The reverse of this picture is displayed with much felicity 
and geniality, but with less of force, by Metrodorus (ii. 72):* 

iravroJijv PiSroio Td fioiQ rpipov' ly dyopy 

Kvdea Kal wtwral rrpri^ifs' iv Sk dSfioiQ 
dfivavfi*' kv ^ dypdiQ ^vffioQ xdpiQ' Ip di 9a\dff<ry 

xipdoc' kirl ^livriCy riv ftkv IxVQ ''*» KKkoQ' 
r^v 9* dwopyc ft6voc oZ^af <x**C ydftov ; oIkoq dpiffrog 

i<y<ytTaf oif yaftkiiQ ; $yc tr* kXaippSripoc' 



Care dwells in houses, labour in the field, 
Tumultuous seas afTrighting dangers yield. 
In foreign lands thou never canst be blessed ; 
If rich, thou art in fear ; if poor, distressed. 
In wedlock frequent discontentments swell ; 
Unmarried persons as in deserts dwell. 
How many troubles are with children bom ; 
Yet he that wants them counts himself forlorn. 
Young men are wanton, and of wisdom void ; 
Grey hairs are cold, unfit to be employed. 
Who would not one of these two offers choose, 
Not to be bom, or breath with speed to lose ? 

• In every way of life true pleasure flows : 
Inmiortal fame from public action grows : 
Within the doors is found appeasing rest ; 
In fields the gifts of nature ire expressed. 
The sea brings gain, the rich abroad provide 
To blaze their names, the poor their wants to hide : 
All households best are governed by a wife ; 
His cares are light, who leads a single life : 
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rktva w69oQ, Afpovric dtraig pioc al vi6niTtc 

piaftaXkat, iroXiai d' ifiwaXiv ihatfikt^' 
oiiK &pa T&v ii(T<rwv ivbg alptfriCf ff rb ytvifrSat 

ftrjciiroT^ 4 rb Qaviiv* wdvra yAp kc9\d /3^. 

Some of the ep^ams of this section are written in the 
true style of Elegies. The following splendid Threnody by 
Antipater of Sidon upon the ruins of Corinth, which was 
imitated by Agathias in his lines on Troy, may be cited as per- 
fect in this style of composition (ii. 29) : • 

irov rb irc^t/SXcirrov KdEXX«c trio, Ampi KSpipBti 

"TTOV ffri^avoi irvpytaVf vou tA wdXai Kriava, 
irov vriol fiaKapwv, vou ^layara^ irov ik ddftaprig 

^(H^taiy Xawv 0* at irori fivptddtQ ; 
ovSk yap oifS* ^xvoq, iroXvKdftfiopty <rcio XlXtinraiy 

irdpTa di ffvufidp^fac i^i^ayiv irSXtfio^' 
ftovvai dirSpBriToi Ni^piyt^ec* 'Orfavoto 

Kovpaii (fSiv dxiiav fiifiyofuv &\Kv6yfg' 

It is a grand picture of the queen of pleasure in her widow- 
hood and desolation, mourned over by the deathless daughters 
of the plunging sea. Occasionally the theme of the epigram is 

Sweet children are delights which marriage bless ; 
He that hath none disturbs his thoughts the less. 
Strong youth can triumph in victorious deeds ; 
Old age the soul with pious motions feeds. 
All states are good, and they are falsely led 
Who wish to be unborn or quickly dead. 

Sir John Beaumont. 

• Where, Corinth, are thy glories now. 
Thy ancient wealth, thy castled brow. 
Thy solemn fanes, thy halls of state. 
Thy high-bom dames, thy crowded gate ? 
There's not a ruin left to tell 
Where Corinth stood, how Corinth fell. 
The Nereids of thy double sea 
Alone remain to wail for thee. 

GoLDwiN Smith. 
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historical. The finest, perhaps, of this sort is a poem by 
Philippus on Leonidas (ii. 59) : • 

TTOvXd Aiutvidtu KaTiitifv ckfiac avroidiKTOv 

KtJK vttviav (T fixt^^"^ ^ ^^C 2irdprac xoX^c iipdiQ' 

oi) dixofiai wpodSraic luvQbv d^iiXSfUvov' 
affiric Ifioi HfiPov K6<r/ioc fiiyac' alpt rd Uipffdi* 

X^K*»f o^^V dtifiy ^S AuKiiatfUvioQ, 

Few, however, of the epigrams rise to the altitude of those I 
have been lately quoting. Their subjects are for the most part 
simple incidents, or such as would admit of treatment within 
the space of an engraved gem. The story of the girls who 
played at dice upon the house-roof is told very prettily in the 
following lines (ii. 31) :t 

at Tpifftrat von valdtc Iv d\Xri\ai<rtv iirat^^ov 

xXfiptfty ri'c vpoTtpri Prifftrai tig at^ijv 
Kai TplQ fikv xctpdiv ifiaXov icvj3ov, ^Xde Bk vaffdv 

Iq ftiav ^ S' iykka KXfjpov d^siXofitvov' 



* Seeing the martyred corpse of Sparta's king 
Cast 'mid the dead, 
Xerxes around the mighty limbs did fling 

His mantle red. 
Then from the shades the glorious hero cried : 
** Not mine a traitor's guerdon ! *Tis my pride 
This shield upon my grave to wear : 
Forbear 
Your Persian gifts ; a Spartan I will go 
To Death below." 
t One day three girls were casting lots in play, 
Which first to Acheron should take her way ; 
Thrice with their sportive hands they threw, and thrice 
To the same hand returned the Baitefiil dice ; 
The maiden laughed when thus her doom was told : 
Alas ! that moment fi'om the roof she rolled ! 
So sure is Fate whene'er it bringeth bale, 
While prayers and vows for bliss must ever fail. 

J. A. Symonds, M.D. 
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Ik rkyiOQ ydp ai\xTov imiT^ utXitrQe iriatifia 

iypivdi^C o cX^poc ^Tip KaKdy' Ic ^^ ^^ X^oy 
oCr' cvxal OvtitoXq evaro^ot oCre x^P'C* 

Not the least beautiful are those which describe natural 
objects. The following six lines are devoted to an oak-tree 
(ii. 14):* 

icXwvtc &iry6piot Tavaric ipvbcy ivffKtov {;if/oc 

AvSpdffiv &Kprirov Kavfia ^vXatrcofiivoiCy 
(inrirakoit Kipafiotv (TnyaviaTipoi, oUia ^arrStVy 

otKla TiTtiyiov, ivitot UKptfiSvfCy 
ri^fU Tbv vfurkpaiffiv viroKXivBivTa ic($/iata(v 

p{fffaff9\ &KTiviav iJcXiov tpvyada. 

Here again is a rustic retreat for lovers, beneath the spread- 
ing branches of a plane (iL 43) : t 

a xXofpd vXardviffTo^ Xd* «c Iffptnf/e ^iXe^vrwv 

opyia, tAv UpAv ^vXXdSa ruvofiiva* 
dfi^i ^' dp* ifptfiovifftriv ioic Ktxaptfffikvog &paiQ 

TifieplSog \apijc pSrpvc hiroKpiftarav 
oljTUfCy & irXaravcoTC, 0vocc* x^ofpd S* &trb <nXo 

^vXXdc dti KfvOot Toi>c Tla^itig d&povQ, 



• Aerial branches of tall oak, retreat 
Of loftiest shade for those who shun the heat, 
With foliage full, more close than tiling, where 
Dove and cicada dwell aloft in air. 
Me too, that thus my head beneath you lay. 
Protect, a fugitive from noon's fierce ray. 

GoLDWiN Smith. 

t Wide-spreading plane-tree, whose thick branches meet 
To form for lovers an obscure retreat. 
Whilst with thy foliage closely intertwine 
The curling tendrils of the clustered vine. 
Still mayst thou flourish, in perennial green. 
To shade the votaries of the Paphian queen. 

W. Shepherd. 
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Of the same sort are this invitation (ii. 529) ; * 

if^l/iKOfioy xapd T&vSt KaOiZeo ^utvritaaav 

^pltT90V9a¥ itvkivoXq Kdvov virb Ze^vpoiQ, 
Kai <roi Kax^d}^ov(Tiv IfiotQ napd vdfiaai ffvpiy^ 

OiXyofAkvtav d^n K&fia xard pXt^dputv, 

and this plea from the oak-tree to the woodman to be spared 
(ii.63):t 

&vep rdv fiaXdvitw rdv fiaripa ^lUto KovTuy^ 

^il8io' ytipdkiav ^ icccpdi^i xirvv^ 
4 irivKav, ^ Toivde iraXvffHXiXoy irdkiovpav^ 

rj wpivoVf ^ rdv aifoXkav Kd/iapoV 
rrjXoOi S* ttrxt ipvbc^iKtKvv' cocvac yap tXc^ay 

dfitv CiQ irp6ripai fiariptQ kvTi SpvtQ, 

Among the epigrams which seem to have been composed in 
the same spirit as these exquisite little capricci^ engraved by 
Greek artists upon gems, few are more felicitous than the three 
following. The affection of the Greeks for the grasshopper is 
one of their most charming naiveth. Everybody knows the 
pretty story Socrates tells about these ^ovawv vpotpnrai in the 
PluBdrus — how they once were mortals who took such delight 
in the songs of the Muses that, " Singing always, they never 
thought of eating and drinking, until at last they forgot and 
died : and now they live again in the grasshoppers, and this is 

• Come sit you down beneath this towering tree, 
Whose rustling leaves sing to the zephyr's call ; 
My pipe shall join the streamlet's melody, 
And slumber on your charm^ eyelids fall. 

J. A. Symonds, M.D. 

t Spare the parent of acorns, good wood-cutter, spare ! 

Let the time-honoured fir feel the weight of your stroke, 
The many-stalked thorn, or acanthus worn bare, 

Pine, arbutus, ilex — ^but touch not the oak ! 
Far hence be your axe, for our grandams have sung 
How the oaks are the mothers from whom we all sprung. 

Merivalk. 
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the return the Muses make to them — thej hunger no more, 
neither thirst any more, but are always singing from the 
moment that they are bom, and never eating or drinking." Thus 
the grasshoppers were held sacred in Greece, like storks in 
Germany and robins m England. Most of the epigrams about 
them turn on this sanctity. The following is a plea for pity 
from an imprisoned grasshopper to the rustics who have caught 
him(ii. 76):* 

rivTt fie Toy ^iXipi^ov Ayateei xof/ilrcc ^Tpy 

TBTTtya Spofffpuiv l^XKir* 6v* &gptfi6vwVf 
rrjv "Svfi^uv Tapo^nv dtiSva, icfjfiaTt jdavift 

o^(Tc Kal (TKupaig lov9d Xaktvvra vdwaiQ ; 
4vi^e Kal Kix^rjv Kal Koffavfov^ rjviSf TOfraovQ 

^apag, &povpairig upirayaQ tviropirjC 
Kopvwv iifkijriipac iXt tir BifiiQ' SXXvr* UtivovQ' 

f^XXjuv Kai xXoipiiQ tie fMvoQ IffTi Sfi69uv ; 

Another epigram on the same page tells how the poet found a 
grasshopper struggling in a spider's web and released it with 
these words: — "Go safe and free with your sweet voice of 
song ! " But the prettiest of all is this long story (ii. 1 19) : t 

Evvoftov, wKoXXovy 0^ fikv oMi /If, Ttic vof' ^vtirwy 
^irdpTiv 6 AoKpbg iyw' TtvBofUvoiQ i* Mirm» 

ai6\op Iv Kidapff. vSfiov hptKOv, iv dk fteffivvq, 
tfi^ fioi xop^di' irXoLKrpoy djriKpifiaatv' 



• Why, ruthless shepherds, from my dewy spray 
In my lone hatmt,- why tear me thus away ? 
Me, the Nymphs* wayside minstrel, whose sweet note 
0*er sultry hill is heard and shady grove to float ? 
Lo ! where the blackbird, thrush^ and greedy host 
Of starlings fatten at the farmer's cost ! 
With just revenge those ravagers pursue : 
But grudge not my poor leaf and sip of gns^ dew. 

Wrangham. 

t Phoebus, thou know'st me — ^Eunomus,, who beat 
Spartis : the tale (or others I repeat : 
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Kai fioi ^d&yyov iroXftov bwaviKa Kaipbg avyrH^ 

ttQ &KodQ pvBfiwv rdtrpiKkc oifK ivtfiev' 
Kai TiQ M aifTOfidriit xiOdpag lirl irijxvv liriirrdc 

rlrril ivXfipov roifWivhc ipfiovia^' 
vivpa ydp i^ iTivaffaoV S0' ipSofidrac bk ftiXoifiav 

XopSaCf rdv rovrta yrjpvv iicixpdfitOa' 
irpbc ydp Ifidv fuXiTov 6 fie<rafiPpivbQ ovpiffiv fpSbc 

Tfjvo rb woifiiviKbv ^Oiyfia fitOripfiSffarOy 
Kai ftky hrt ^diyyoiro, abv d^/vxots tSko vtvpaic 

Tip fitrafiaXkofikvtp avpfiiTBiriim OpStp* 
TovytKa avfi^utvtp fikv 1%^ x^P^^' ^^ ^^ rviruOdc 

X^Xkioq dfUTspaQ t^iQ' vvkp KiBapaQ. 

So friendly were the relations of the Greeks with the grass- 
hoppers. We do not wonder when we read that the Athenians 
wore golden grasshoppers in their hair. 

Baths, groves, gardens, houses, temples, city-gates, and 
works of art furnish the later epigrammatists with congenial 
subjects. The Greeks of the Empire exercised much ingenuity 
in describing — ^whether in prose, like Philostratus, or in verse, 
like Agathias — the famous monuments of the maturity of 
Hellas. In this style the epigrams on statues are at once the 
most noticeable and the most abundant The cow of Myron 
has at least two score of little sonnets to herself. The horses 
of Lysippus, the Zeus of Pheidias, the Rhamnusian statue of 

Deftly upon my lyre I played and sang, 
When 'mid the song a broken harp-string rang, 
And seeking for its sound, I could not hear 
The note responsive to my descant clear. 
Then on my lyre, unasked, unsought, there flew 
A grasshopper, who filled the cadence due ; 
For while six chords beneath my fingers cried, 
He with his tuneful voice the seventh supplied : 
The mid-day songster of the mountains set 
His pastoral ditty to my canzonet ; 
And when he sang, his modulated throat 
Accorded with the lifeless strings I smote. 
Therefore I thank my fellow-minstrel :— he 
Sits on my lyre in brass, as you may see. 
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Nemesis, the Praxitelean Venus, various images of Erds, the 
Niobids, Marsyas, Ariadne, Herakles, Alexander, poets, 
physicians, orators, historians, and all the charioteers and 
athletes preserved in the museums of Byzantium or the groves 
of Altis, are described with a minuteness and a point that 
enable us to identify many of them with the surviving monu- 
ments of Greek sculpture. Pictures also come in for their due 
share of notice. A Polyxena of Polycletus, a Philoctetes of 
Parrhasius, and a Medea, which may have been the original of 
the famous Pompeian fresco, are specially remarkable. Then 
again cups engraved with figures in relief of Tantalus or Love, 
seals inscribed with Phoebus or Medusa, gems and intaglios 
of all kinds furnish matter for other epigrams. The following 
couplet on the amethyst turns upon an untranslateable play of 
words (ii. 149): 

»} \i9oQ icrr* dfiiOvffroCt ^yw ^* ^ ironic ^i6w90Q' 
veiffdrta rj vti<^hv ft', ^ futOina fitOvtiv, 

Amid this multitude of poems it is difficult to make a fair or 
representative selection. There are, however, four which I 
cannot well omit. The first is written by Poseidippus on a lost 
statue of Lysippus (ii. 584) : * 

n'c T69iy 6 wXdffrtic ; Sicvwvcoc* oivofux ^4 n'c ; 

AtnTimroQ, <ri> ik tIq ; Kaipbc b vaviafjtdrktp* 
riirrt S* iir* &Kpa fiifiriKae ; ill Tpoxif»f» «*i dk rap<ro^c 

woerfflv ixtig Bi^viic ; Twra/i' vKtivifuoc 
Xeipl ik h^iTipy ri ^kpiig ^vpSv ; dvipdcrt Stiyfta 

MC iKfiijc TT&VfiQ hlivTipoQ TiklBia, 



* The sculptor's country ? Sicyon. His name ? 
Lysippus. You ? Time that all things can tame. 
Why thus a-tiptoe ? I have halted never. 
Why ankle-winged ? I fly like wind for ever. 
But in your hand that razor ? 'Tis a pledge 
That I am keener than the keenest edge. 
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17 Ik Kdfiti rl Kar* S^iv ; viravri&vavTt Xa^ioBoum 

vij Aia Td^6irt9tv ^ dg ri ^aXaxpd iriXti ; 
rbv ydp drraK vrifvolffi rapaOpitavTa fie Tnxraiv 

olortQ iff* Ifttlpiay ^pd^trai Il6irt9ev, 
Toljvfx* ^ «X*'»"JC ^ itkirXa€(v ; iiv tttv iffi&v, 

Kiivi' Kai Iv wpcBvpoic OiJKt ^i^atrcoXiiiy. 

The second describes the statue of Nemesis erected near 
Marathon by Pheidias, that memorable work by which the 
greatest of sculptors recorded ^the most important crisis in the 
world's history (li. 573) : * 

Xtoviffv ju XiOoy iraXivavKioQ U irrpuD9rJ)c 

Xaorvm^ r/i^ac irtrpoTofioic dri<ri 
Mijdos lirovTOw6pevfffv, *6inac dvSpiUtXa rcv^y, 

r^C COT*' 'J^9tivaiii»v avfipoXa KOfifioviriQ' 
<i»C ik ialZofJuvoiQ MapaOm* dvTiKrvwe Ukptratc 

Kal vhQ vyporrdpovv x^vfiaatv aifiaXkoiQ, 
i^ftray *A$pfi<TTtiav &pi(TTtii$ivtQ *A9rjvaiy 

iaiftov VTTtp^tdXoti dvriiraXoy fup6iriav 
dvTiToXavTfvu Tdc IXiriZa^' tlfii ik Kal vvv 

Ncnj ^Epix^eidaiCf 'Affffvplotc 'Sifutrtc. 

The third cdebiates the Aphrodite of Praxiteles in CmdoSy 

Why falls your hair in front ? For him to bind 
Who meets me. True : but then you*re bald behind ? 
Yes, because when with winged feet I have passed, 
*Tis vain upon my back your hands to cast 
Why did the sculptor carve you ? For your sake : 
Here in the porch I stand ; my lesson take. 

• My snowy marble from the mountain rude 
A Median sculptor with sharp chisel hewed, 
And brought me o*er the sea, that he might place 
A trophied statue of the Greeks' disgrace. 
But when the routed Persians heard the roar 
Of Marathon, and ships swam deep in gore, 
Then Athens, nurse of heroes, sculptured me 
The queen that treads on arrogance to be : 
I hold the scales of hope : my name is this — 
Nik^ for Greece, for Asia Nemesis. 
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whose garden has been so elegantly described by Ludan 
(ii. 560) :♦ 

4 Hariri KvBkpna Si' oUfiaToe kc Kvt^ov ifii9i 

povXofuvrj Kariiiiv iU6va rj)v ISitiv 
vdvni ^ iOpriffaffa ireptffKivrtp ivl xufptfff 

fdiy^aro' irov yvfivijy tJdi fit Upa^ir^ifc; 

The fourth is composed with much artifice of style upon a 
statue of Love bound by his arms to. a pillar (ii. 567) :t 

nXaXe BvetKfvKTVQ <r^iyx^««ff X^P«C» &Kpirt Scufuw, 

ffXalc fidXa^ ffrdi^up ^l/vxoraKij ddKpva, 
au^tpoffvvoQ vppurrd, ^ptvoK\6irt, XytrrdXoynrfiov, 

irravhv nvpy ylwxaQ Tpavft.* dSparov, 'Epwf 
OvarciiQ ftkv \{f<nc i^l y6iav b ahg, diepiTt, hi9ii6f 

1} a^iyxBtiQ ffitf^occ vifivt Xirdc dvifioiQ' 
3v ik fipoTOiQ d^vXaxToe ivi^Xeyig iv ^ptal trvptrbv 

dOpti vvv virb (Twv crptvvvfitvov SaKpvtay, 



• Bright Cytherea thought one day 

To Cnidos she*d repair, 
Gliding across the watery way 

To Tiew her iittage there. 
But when arrived, she cast around 

Her eyes divinely bright, 
And saw upon that holy ground 

The gazing world's delight, 
Amazed, she cried— while blushes told 

The thoughts that swelled her breast- 
Where did Praxiteles behold 

My iona ? or has he guessed? 

J. H. Merivals. 

t Weq>, reckless god ; for now your hands are tied : 
Weep, wear your soul out with the flood of tears, 
Heart-robber, thief of reason, foe to pride. 
Winged fire, thou wound unseen the soul that sears I 
Freedom from grief to US these bonds of thine, 
Wherein thou wailest to the deaf winds, bring : 
Behold 1 the torch wherewith thou mad'st us pine. 
Beneath thy frequent tears is languishmg I 



Digitized by 



Google 



396 THE GREEK POETS. 

In bringing this review of the Anthology to a close I feel 
that I have been guilty of two errors. I have wearied the 
reader with quotations. Yet I have omitted countless epigrams 
of the purest beauty. The very riches of this flower-garden of 
little poems are an obstacle to its due appreciation. Each 
epigram in itself is perfect, and ought to be carefully and 
lovingly studied. But it is difficult for the critic to deal in 
a single essay with upwards of four thousand of these precious 
gems. There are many points of view which with adequate 
space and opportunity might have been taken for the better 
illustration of the epigrams. Their connection with the later 
literature of Greece, especially with the rhetoricians, Philos- 
tratus, Alciphron, and Libanius, many of whose best com- 
positions are epigrams in prose — as Jonson knew when he 
turned them into lyrics ; their still more intimate aesthetic 
harmony with the engraved stones and minor bas-reliefs, 
which bear exactly the same relation to Greek sculpture as 
the epigrams to the more august forms of Greek poetry ; the 
lives of their authors ; the historical events to which they not 
unfrequently allude — all these are topics for elaborate disserta- 
tion. Perhaps, however, the true secret of their charm is this ; 
that in their couplets, afler listening to the choice raptures of 
triumphant public art, we turn aside to hear the private 
utterances, the harmoniously modulated whispers of a multi- 
tude of Greek poets telling us their inmost thoughts and 
feelings. The unique melodies of Meleager, the chaste and 
exquisite delicacy of Callimachus, the clear pure style of 
Straton, Plato's unearthly subtlety of phrase, Antipater's 
perfect polish, the good sense of Palladas, the fretful sweet- 
ness of Agathias, the pmity of Simonides, the gravity of Poseid- 
ippus, the pointed grace of Philip, the few but mellow tones 
of Sappho and Erinna, the tenderness of Simmias, the biting 
wit of Lucillius, the sunny radiance of Theocritus — all these 
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good things are ours in the Anthology. But beyond these 
perfumes of the poets known to fame, is yet another. Over 
very many of the sweetest and the strongest of the epigrams is 
written the pathetic word alioTcorov — ^without a master. Hail 
to you, dead poets, unnamed, but dear to the Muses ! Surely 
with Pindar and with Anacreon and with Sappho and with 
Sophocles the bed of flowers is spread for you in those 
•* black-petalled hollows of Pieria" where Ion bade farewell 
to Euripides. 
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CHAPTER XII. 
THE GENIUS OF GREEK ART. 

Separation between the Greeks and us. — Criticism. — Nature. — The 
Olive. — Greek Sculpture. — Greek Sense of Beauty. — Greek Morality. 
— Greece, Rome, Renaissance, the Modem Spirit. 

The Greeks had no Past : " no hungry generations trod them 
down " : whereas the multitudinous associations of immense 
antiquity envelop all our thoughts and feelings. "O Solon, 
Solon," said the priest of Egypt, "you Greeks are always 
children ! " The world has now grown old ; we are grey 
from the cradle onwards, swathed with the husks of outworn 
creeds, and rocked upon the lap of immemorial mysteries. 
The travail of the whole earth, the unsatisfied desires of many 
races, the anguish of the death and birth of successive civiliza- 
tions, have passed into oiu: souls. Life itself has become a 
thousandfold more complicated and more difficult for us than 
it was in the springtime of the world. With the increase of 
the size of nations, poverty and disease and the struggle for 
bare existence have been aggravated. How can we then 
bridge over the gulf which separates us from the Greeks? 
How shall we, whose souls are aged and wrinkled with the 
long years of humanity, shake hands across the centuries with 
those young-eyed, young-limbed immortal children ? Can we 
make Criticism oiu: Medea — bid the magnificent witch pluck 
leaves and flowers of Greek poetry and art and life, distilling 
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them for us to bathe therein and regenerate our youth Hke 
iEson? 

Like a young man newly come from the wrestling-ground, 
anointed, chapleted, and very calm, the Genius of the Greeks 
appears before us. Upon his soul there is no burden of the 
world's pain ; the whole creation that groaneth and travaileth 
together, has touched him with no sense of anguish ; nor has 
he yet felt sin. The pride and the strength of adolescence 
are his— audacity and endurance, swift passions and exquisite 
sensibilities, the alternations of sublime repose and boyish 
noise, grace, pliancy, and stubbornness and power, love of all 
fair things and splendours of the world, the frank enjoyment 
of the open air, free merriment, and melancholy well beloved 
Of these adolescent qualities of this clear and stainless per- 
sonality, this conscience whole and pure and reconciled to 
Nature, what survives among us now ? The imagination must 
be strained to the uttermost before we can begin to sympathize 
with such a i>eing. The blear-eyed mechanic, stifled in a 
hovel of our sombre northern towns, canopied through all the 
year with smoke, deafened with wheels that never cease to 
creak, stiffened by toil in one cramped posture, oblivious of 
the sunlight and green fields, could scarcely be taught even to 
envy the pure clear life of Art made perfect in Humanity, 
which was the pride of Hellas. His soul is gladdened, if at 
all, by a glimpse of thmgs far off: the hope that went abroad 
across the earth so many centuries ago, has raised his eyes 
to heaven. How can he comprehend a mode of existence in 
which the world itself was adequate to all the wants of the 
soul, and when to yearn for more than life affords was reckoned 
a disease ? 

We may tell of blue -^gean waves, islanded with cliffs 
that seem less real than clouds, whereon the temples stand, 
burning like gold in simset or turning snowy fronts agamst the 
dawn. We may paint high porches of the gods, resonant with 
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music and gladdened with choric dances; or describe per- 
petual sunshine and perpetual ease, no work from year to 
year that might degrade the body or impair the mind, no 
dread of hell, no yearning after heaven, but summer-time of 
youth, and autumn of old age, and loveless death bewept and 
bravely borne.* 

The life of the schools, the theatre, the wrestling-ground, the 
law-courts; generous contests on the Pythian or Olympian 
plams ; victorious crowns of athletes or of patriots ; Simonid- 
ean epitaphs and funeral orations of Pericles for fallen heroes ; 
the prize of martial prowess or poetic skill ; the honour paid 
to the pre-eminence of beauty; all these things admit of 
scholar-like enumeration. Or we may recall by fancy the 
olive-groves of the Academy ; discern Hymettus pale against 
the burnished sky, and Athens guarded by her glistening god- 
dess of the mighty brow, Pallas, who spreads her shield, and 
shakes her spear above the labyrinth of peristyles and pediments 
in which her children dwell. Imagination can lead us to the 
plane-trees on Cephisus' shore, the labours of the husbandmen 
who gamer dues of com and oil, the galleys in Peiraean har- 
bourage. Or with the Lysis and the Charmides beneath 
our eyes we may revisit the haunts of the wrestlers and the 
runners, trae-bom Athenians, fresh from the bath and crowned 
with violets, chaste, vigorous, inured to rhythmic movements 
of the passions and the soul. 

Yet after all, when the process of an elaborate culture has 

* But, while we tell of these good things, we must not conceal the truth 
that they were planted, like exquisite exotic flowers, upon the black rank 
soil of slavery. That is the dark background of Greek life. Greek slaves 
may not have been worse off than other slaves — may indeed most probably 
have been better treated than the serfs of feudal Germany and Spanish 
Mexico. Yet who can forget the stories of Spartan Helotry, or the 
torments of S3rracusan stone-quarries, or the pale figure of Phsedon 
rescued, true-bom Elean as he was, by Socrates from an Athenian 
brothel? 
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been toilsomely accomplished, when we have trained our soul 
to sympathize with that which is so novel and so strange and 
yet so natural, few of us can fairly say that we have touched 
the Greeks at more than one or two points. Navies Styx 
inierfttsa coercet: between us and them crawls the nine times 
twisted stream of Death. The history of the human race is 
one ; and without the Greeks we should be nothing. But just 
as an old man of ninety is not the same being as the boy of nine- 
teen, — ^nay, cannot even recall to memory how and what he felt 
when the pulse of manhood was yet gathering strength within 
his veins, — even so Humanity looks back upon the youth of 
Hellas and wonders what she was in that blest time. A few 
fragments yet remain from which we strive to reconstruct the 
past Criticism is the product of the weakness as well as of the 
strength of our age. In the midst of our activity we have so 
little that is salient or characteristic in our life, that we are not 
led astray by our own individuality or tempted to interpret the 
past wrongly by making it square with the present Impartial 
clearness of judgment in scientific research, laborious anti- 
quarian zeal, artistic scrupulousness in preserving the minutest 
details of local colouring, and an earnest craving to escape 
from the dreary present of common-place respectability into the 
spirit-stirring freedom of the past — these are qualities of the 
highest value which our century has brought to bear upon 
history. They make up in some measiu-e for our want of the 
creative faculties which more productive but less scientific 
ages have possessed, and enable those who have but little 
original imagination to enjoy imaginative pleasures at second 
hand, by living as far as may be in the clear light of antique 
beauty. 

The sea, the hills, the plains, the sunlight of the South, to- 
gether with some ruins which have peopled Europe with phan- 
toms of dead art, and the reliques of Greek literature, are our 
guides in the endeavour to restore the past of Hellas. Among 
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rocks golden with broom-flowers, murmurous with bees, burmng^ 
with anemones in spring and oleanders in summer, and odorous 
through all the year with thyme, we first assimilate the spirit of 
the Greeks. In the silence of mountain valleys, thinly grown 
with arbutus and pine and oak, open at all seasons to pure 
air, and breaking downwards to the sea, we understand the 
apparition of Pan to Pheidippides, and divine the secret of an 
architecture which aimed at definition before all things. The 
Bay of Naples,^the coast of Sicily, are instinct with the sense 
of those first settlers, who coasting round the silent promon- 
tories, ran their keels upon the shelving shore, and drew them 
up along the strand, and named Neapolis or Gela. The boys 
of Rome were yet in the wolfs cavern. Vesuvius was a peacefiil 
hill on which the olive and the vine might slumber. The slopes 
of Pozzuoli were green with herbs, over which no lava had 
been poured. Wandering about Sorrento, the spirit of the 
Odyssey is ours. Those fishing-boats with latteen sail are such 
as bore the heroes firom their ten years' toil at Troy. Those 
shadowy islands caught the gaze of ^neas straining for the 
promised land. Into such defb and rents of rock strode 
Herakles and Jason when they sought the golden apples and 
the golden fleece. Look down. There gleam the green and 
yellow dragon-scales, coiled on the basement of the hills, 
and writhing to each curve and cleavage of the chasm. Is 
it a dream ? Do we in feet behold the mystic snake, or in 
the twilight do those lustrous orange-trees deceive our eyes? 
Nay : there are no dragons in the ravine — only thick boughs, 
and biunished leaves, and snowy bloom, and globes of 
glittering gold. Above them on the cliff* sprout myrtle- 
rods, sacred to Love, myrtle-branches, with which Athenians 
wreathed their swords in honour of Harmodius. Lilies and jon- 
quils and hyacinths stand, each straight upon his stem, a youth, 
as Greeks imagined, slain by his lover*s hand, or dead for love 
of his own loveliness, or cropped in love's despite by death, that 
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is the foe of love. Scarlet and white anemones are there, some 
bom of Adonis' blood, and some of Aphrodite's tears. All 
beauty fades : the flowers of earth, the bloom of youth, man's 
strength, and woman's grace, all wither and relapse into the 
loveless and inexorable grave. This the Greeks knew, min- 
gling mirth with melancholy, and love with sadness, their 
sweetest songs with elegiac melodies. 

Beneath the olive-trees, among the flowers and ferns, move 
stately maidens and bare-chested youths. Their eyes are starry- 
softened or flash fire, and their lips are parted to drink in the 
breath of life. Some are singing in the fields, an antique world- 
old monotone of song. Was not the lay of Linus, the biuxien 
of fxaKoai Ta\ ^pvec i Meyahca, some such canzonet as this? 
These late descendants of Greek colonists are still beauti- 
fiil — like moving statues in the sunlight and the shadow of 
the boughs. Yonder tall straight girl, whose pitcher, poised 
upon her head, might have been filled by Electra or Chryso- 
themis with lustral waters for a father's tomb, carries her neck 
as nobly as a Fate of Pheidias. Her body sways upon the 
hips, where rests her modelled arm ; the ankle and the foot are 
sights to sit and gaze at through a summer's day. And where, 
if not here, shall we meet with Hylas and Hyacinth, with 
Ganymede and Hymenaeus, in the flesh? As we pass, the 
laughter and the singing die away. Bright dresses and pliant 
forms are lost We stray onward through the sheen and 
shade of olive-branches. 

The olive was Athene's gift to Hellas, and Athens carved 
its leaves and berries on her drachma with the head of Pallas 
and her owl. The light which never leaves its foliage, silvery 
beneath and sparkling from the upper surface of burnished 
green, the delicacy of its stem, which in youth and middle and 
old age retains the distinction of finely accentuated form, the 
absence of sombre shadow on the ground beneath its branches, 
might well fit the olive to be the symbbl of the purity of classic 
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Art. Each leaf is cut into a lance-head of brilliancy, not 
jagged or fanciful or woolly like the foliage of northern trees. 
There is here no mystery of darkness, no labyrinth of tortuous 
shade, no conflict of contrasted forms. Excess of light some- 
times fatigues the eye amid those airy branches, and we long 
for the repose of gloom to which we are accustomed in our 
climate. But gracefulness, fertility, power, radiance, pliability, 
are seen in every line. The spirit of the Greeks itself is not 
more luminous and strong and subtle. The colour of the 
olive-tree, again, is delicate. Its pearly greys and softened 
greens in no wise interfere with the lustre which is the true 
distinction of the tree. Clear and faint like Guido's colours 
in the Ariadne of St. Luke's at Rome, distinct as the thought 
in a Greek epigram, the olive branches are relieved against the 
bright blue of the sea. The mountain slopes above are clothed 
by them with light as with a raiment : clinging to knoll and 
veil and winding creek, rippling in white undulations to the 
wind, they wrap the hills from feet to flank in lucid haze. 
Above the olives shine bare rocks in steady noon or blush 
with dawn and evening. Nature is naked and beautiful beneath 
the sun — ^like Aphrodite, whose raiment falls waist-downward 
to her sandals on the sea, but whose pure breasts and forehead 
are unveiled. 

Nature is the first, chief element by which we are enabled to 
conceive the spirit of the Greeks. The key to their mythology 
is here. Here is the secret of their sympathies, the well-spring 
of their deepest thoughts, the primitive potentiality of all they 
have achieved in art. What is Apollo but the magic of the 
sun, whose soul is light ? What is Aphrodite but the love- 
charm of the sea ? What is Pan but the mystery of Nature, 
the felt and hidden want pervading all? What again are 
those elder, dimly-discovered deities, the Titans and the brood 
of Time, but forces of the world as yet beyond the touch and 
ken of human sensibilities ? But Nature alone cannot infomi 
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US what that spirit was. For though the Greeks grew up in 
scenes which we may visit, they gazed on them with Greek 
eyes, e}es different from ours, and dwelt upon them with 
Greek minds, minds how unlike our own ! Unconsciously, in 
their long and unsophisticated infancy, the Greeks absorbed 
and assimilated to their own substance that loveliness which it 
is left for us only to admire. Between them and ourselves — 
even face to face with mountain, sky, and sea, unaltered by 
the lapse of years — flow the rivers of Death and Lethe, and 
the mists of thirty centuries of human life are woven like a 
veil. To pierce that veil, to learn even after the most partial 
fashion how they transmuted the splendours of the world into 
aesthetic forms, is a work which involves the interrogation of 
their art and literature. 

The motives of that portion of Greek sculpture which brings 
us close to the incidents of Greek life, are very simple. A 
young man binding a fillet round his head ; a boy drawing a 
thorn from his foot; a girl who has been wounded in thfe 
breast, raising her arm to show where the sword smote her ; 
an athlete bending every sinew to discharge the quoit ; a line 
of level-gazing youths on prancing horses, some facing forward 
with straight eyes, one turning with bridle-hand held lightly to 
encourage his companion, another with loose mantle in the act 
to mount, others thrown back to rein upon their haunches 
passionate steeds ; a procession of draped maidens bearing 
urns: — such are the sculptured signs by which we read the 
placid physical fulfilment of Greek life. That the serenity of 
satisfied existence is an end in itself and that death in the 
plenitude of vigour is desirable, the reliefs of Pheidias and the 
^ginetan marbles teach us. In these simple but consummate 
works of art the beauty of mere health, animal enjoyment, 
temperance, mental vigour, and heroic daring mingle and 
create one splendour of a human being sensitive to all influ- 
ences and vital in every faculty. Excess can nowhere be 
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discovered Compare with these forms for a moment the Genii 
painted by Michael Angelo upon the roof of the Sistine 
ChapeL Over them has passed the spirit with its throes : la 
maladie de lapetish is there. Of no Phoebus and no Pallas are 
they the servants \ but ministers of prophets and sibyls, angels 
of God fulfilling His word, they incarnate the wrestlings and 
the judgments and the resurrections of the soul. Now take a 
banquet-scene from some Greek vase. Along the cushioned 
couch lie young men, naked, crowned with myrtles : in their 
laps are women, and at their sides broad jars of honeyed wine. 
A winged Er6s hovers over them, and their lips are 0(pened to 
sing a song of ancient love. Yet this is no forecast of Borgia 
revels in Rome, or of the French Regenf s Pare aux Cer& 
When Autolycus entered the symposium of Xenophoo, all 
tongues were stiicke^ dumb ; man gazed at man in wonder 
at his bloom of adolescence. W]ien Charmides, heading the 
troop of wrestlers, joined Socrates in the palaestra, the soul of 
the philosopher was troubled ; he saw the boy*s breast within 
the tunic, and blushed, and £elt his heart aflame. Simsetha, 
in the Phartnaceuiria of Theocritus, beheld the curls of youths 
on horseback like laburnum-flowers, and their bosoms whiter 
than the moon. 

We need not embark on antiquarian or metaphysical, or 
historical discussions in order to understand the sense of 
Beauty which was inherent in the Greeks. Little hints 
scattered by thfe wayside are far more helpful. Take for 
example the Clauds of Aristophanes, and after reading the 
speech of the Dikaios Logos, stand beneath the Athlete of 
Lysippus,* in the Braccio Nuovo of the Vatican. " Fresh and 
fair in beauty-bloom you shall pass your days in the wrestling- 

* This statue, usually called the Apoxyomenos, may possibly be a copy 
in marble of the Athlete of Lysippus which Tiberius wished to remove 
fix)m the Baths of Agrippa. The Romans were so angry at the thought 
of being deprived of their fiivourite, that Tiberius had to leave it where it 
stood. 
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ground, or run races beneath the sacred olive-trees, crowned 
with /white reed, in company with a pure-hearted friend, 
smelling of bindweed and leisure hours and the white poplar 
that sheds her leaves, rejoicing in the prime of spring, when 
the plane-tree whispers to the lime.*' This life the Dikaios 
Logos oflfers to the young Athenian, if he will forego the law- 
courts and the lectures of the sophists and the house of the 
hetaira. This life rises above us imaged in the sculptor's 
marble. The athlete, tall and stately, tired with running, lifts 
one arm, and with his strigil scrapes away the oil with which 
he has anointed it His fingers hold the die that tells his 
number in the race. Upon his features there rests no shade of 
care or thought, but the delicious languor of momentary i^ 
tigue, and the serenity of a nature in harmony with itself fi. 
younger, brother of the same lineage is the Adcnrante of the 
Berlin Museum. His eyes and arms are raised to heaven. 
Perfect in humanity, beneath the lightsome vault of heaven 
he stands and prays — ^a prayer of joy and calm thanksgiving, 
Greek prayer — ^no Roman adoration with veiled eyes and 
nrattering lips, no Jewish prostration with the putting off of 
sandals on the holy ground, no Christian genuflexion like the 
bending of wind-smitten reeds beneath the apirit-breath of 
sacraments. lamos in the mid-waves of Alpheus might have 
prayed dius Vhen he heard the voice of Phoebus calling to him 
and promismg the twofold gift of prophecy. All the statues 
of the athletes bear the seal and blossom of iruH^avyfi — ^that 
ti dly Greek virtue, the correlative in morals to the passion for 
Beauty. " When I with justice on my lips flourished," says 
the Dikaios Logos, " and modesty was held in honour, then a 
boy's voice was not heard ; but they went orderly through the 
streets in bands together from their quarters to the haip- 
playefs school, uncloaked and barefoot, even though it snowed 
Uke meal." Of this sort are the two wrestling boys at 
Florence, whose heads and faces form in outline the eUipse 
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which is the basis of all beauty, and whose strained muscles 
exhibit the chord of masculine vigour vibrating with tense 
vitality. If we in England seek some living echo of this 
melody of curving lines, we must visit the fields where boys 
bathe in early morning, or the playgrounds of our public 
schools in summer, or the banks of the Isis when the eights 
are on the water, or the riding-schools of young soldiers. We 
cannot reconstitute the elements of Greek life : but here and 
there we may gain hints for adding breath and pulse and 
movement to Greek sculpture. 

The charm which the simplest things acquired under the 
hand of a Greek artificer may be seen in the adornment of a 
circular hand-mirror.* Ivy-branches, dividing both ways firom 
the handle, surround its rim with a delicate tracery of sharp-cut 
leaf and corymb. The central space is occupied by four 
figures — on the right the boy Dionysus, who welcomes his 
mother in heaven, on the left Phoebus and a young Paniscus 
playing on the double pipes. Grace can go no further than in 
the attitude and the expression of this group. Dionysus is 
thrown backward; both his arms are raised to encircle the 
neck of Semele, who bends to kiss his upturned lips. A neck- 
lace with pendent balls defines the throat of the stripling where 
it meets his breast, suggesting by some touch beyond analysis 
the life that pulses in his veins. He has armlets too below 
the elbow, and his rich hair ripples in ringlets between cheek 
and shoulder. The little Paniscus is seated, attending only 
to his music, with such childish earnestness as shows that his 
whole soul goes forth in piping. Phoebus, half-draped and 
lustrous, stands erect beside a slender shaft of laurel planted on 
the ground. Such are the delights of Paradise to which, as 
Greeks imagined, a deity might welcome his earthly mother, 
leading her by the hand firom Hades. It would be easy enough 
to fill a volume with such descriptions — to unlock the cabinets 

• Engraved in Midler's Denkmdler der alien Kunst, Plate XLI. 
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of gems and coins, or to linger over vases painted with the 
single figure of a winged boy in tender red upon their black- 
ness, and showing the word KAAOS negligently written at the 
side. 

But it is more to the purpose to note in passing that delicate 
perception of associated qualities which led the Greeks to 
maintain a sympathy between cognate deities, while distinguish- 
ing to the utmost their specific attributes. Aphrodite, Er6s, 
Dionysus, Hermes, Hermaphrodite, the Graces, the Nymphs, 
the Genius of Death — these, for example, though carefully 
individualized, are still of one kindred. They blend and 
mingle in a concord of separate yet interpenetrating beauties. 
Between the radiant Aphrodite of Melos, who in her trium- 
phant attitude seems to be an elder sister of the brazen-winged 
Victory of Brescia, and the voluptuous Aphrodite Callipyg^,* 
a whole rhythm of finely modulated forms may be drawn out^ 
each one of which conesponds to some mood or moment of the 
enamoured soul. Her immortal son m the Er6s of Pheidiast 
is imaged as the " first of gods," %tCiv Trpwrioroc, upstarting in 
his slendemess of youth from Chaos — the keen fine light of 
dawn dividing night from day. In the Praxitelean Cupid, 

that most perfect of antiques, 
They call the Genius of the Vatican, 
Which seems too beauteous to endure itself 
In this rough world — 

he becomes the deity described by Plato in the Phadrus^ an 
incarnation of the tenderest passion, tinged, in spite of his own 
radiance, with sadness. What thought has made him sorrow- 
ful and bowed his head ? Perhaps Theognis can tell us : — 

dfppopfc dv9ptairoi Kal vrivtoi, o^in 9av6vrac 
K\aiov9 oil* fjptiQ dvOoc diroXX{ffitvov. 



Neapolitan Museum. f British Museum. 

Digitized by VjOOQIC 



410 THE GREEK POETS. 

The winged boy, again, bending his bow against the hearts of 
lovers, with his lion's skin beside him,* is the Erds of Agathon 
— he who delights to walk delicately upon the tender places of 
the souL Next we find him asleep upon his folded pinions, 
the mischievous child who rewarded Anacreon's hospitality by 
wounding him, and who gave to the thirsty heart of Meleager 
scalding tears to drink. How in the last place are we to dis- 
tinguish Love from Harpocrates, the silent, with one finger 
on his lip? Turn next to Hermes. When the herald of 
Olympus met Priam midway between Troy-town and Achilles* 
tent, he was, says Homer : 

like a young man, with budding beard, whose bloom is in the 
prime of grace. This adolescent loveliness belongs throughout 
to Hermes. As the genius of the gymnasium,t he is a 
divinized athlete, scarcely to be distinguished fit>m the quoit- 
throwers and the runners he protects. The Hermes, who woos 
a nymph with his arm around her waist, J has Persuasion for 
his parent Again the seated Hermes with wings upon his 
ankles is the swiftness of auroral light incarnate. Nor lastly, 
when, with chlamys thrown upon his shoulder and petasos 
slimg from his neck, he leads souls to Hades, caduceus in 
hand, has he lost this quality of youth and lustre. He upon 
Aphrodite begat Hermaphrodite. Their imion — the union of 
athletic goodliness and consummate womanhood — produced a 
blending of two beauties forgotten by an oversight of nature. 
There exists a Term or Hermes§ which combines Aphrodite, 

* Of this statue there are many slightly different copies. The best is 
in the Vatican, 
t See the so-called Antinot6 of the Belvedere, 
t Engraved in Clarac, Afus/i de Sculpture^ Planches, vol. iv. pi. 666c. 
§ Ih,^ voL iv. pL 613. 
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Priapus, and Hermaphrodite in one — three heads upon a 
common pedestal — forming a trinity of sensuous joy, the depths 
of which cannot be lightly sounded. How various again is 
Bacchus, passing from the stately mildness of the bearded 
Indian god to the luxuriant wantonness of Phales, the " night- 
wandering reveller " 1 At one time you can scarcely distinguish 
him from young Apollo or young Herakles ; at another his 
brows and tresses have the chastity of Love; again he assumes 
the voluptuous form which befits the sire by Aphrodite of 
Priapus. The fascination of the grape-juice lends itself to all 
qualities that charm the soul of man. Yet another of 
these cognate deities may be mentioned. That is the 
Genius of Eternal Slumber,* reclining with arms folded 
above his head, upright against a tree. To judge by his 
attitude, he might be Bacchus, wine-drowsy, as in a statue of 
the gallery at Florence. Looking at his long tresses, we call 
him Love : and what deities are of closer kin than Love and 
Death ? His stately form, not unlike that of Phoebus, makes 
us exclaim in ^schylean language & Bayare watdv. But he is 
stronger and more perdurable, less swift to move, less light of 
limb, than any of these. It was a deep and totiching intuition 
of the Greeks which prompted them to ascribe these kinships 
to Death. Who knows even now whether the winged and 
sworded Genius of the Ephesus colunm be Love or Death ? 
To trace such analogies further would be fandilil : it is enough 
te pluck at random a few blossoms, and to scatter them for 
lovers. To Winckelmann and the antiquaries may be left the 
accurate distinctions of the Greek deities. Without seeking 
to confoimd these, but rather studying them most carefully, we 
may yet discern by passing hints that piuity of tact which 
enabled the Greeks to interpret in their statuary every nuanee 
of feeling and of fancy, and to mark by subtiest suggestions 
their points of agreement as well as of divergence. 

• Louvre. 
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When Hippolytus in Euripides first appears upon the scene, 
he greets Artemis with these words : — 

Lady, for thee this garland have I woven 

Of wilding flowers, plucked from an unshorn meadow, 

Where neither shepherd dares to feed his flock, 

Nor ever scjrthe hath swept, but through the grasses 

Unshorn in spring the bee pursues her labours, 

And maiden modesty with running rills 

Waters the garden. 

Before the Meleager of the Vatican, so calm and strong and 
redolent of forest odours, this orison rings in our memory, and 
the Diana of the Louvre seems ready to spring forth, and loose 
her hind, and call on the hero to hunt with her. The life of 
woods and mountains was divined and interpreted with ex- 
quisite sensibility by the Attic sculptors. Children of the 
earth, and conscious of their own recent birth from the bosom 
of the divine in nature, they loved all fair and fresh things of 
the open world fraternally. Therefore they could carve the 
mystery of the Praxitelean Faun,* whose subtle smile is a lure 
for souls, and the voluptuous sleep of the Barberini Faun,+ 
who seems to have but half escaped from elemental existence, 
and still to own some kindred with unconscious things. The 
joy of the shepherd who carries on his back a laughing child 
at Naples; the linked arms of Bacchus and Ampelus; the 
young Triton J who blows his horn over the crests of the waves, 
and calls upon his brethren the billows to rejoice with him, as 
he bears his nymph away ; the subtle charm of double life in 
Hermaphrodite, in whom two sexes are hidden, like a bitter 
and a sweet almond in one beautiful but barren husk; the 
frank sensuality of Silenus and Priapus ; the dishevelled hair 
and quivering flanks of Msenads ; the laughter of Eros wreathed 
around with coils of the enamoured dolphin's tail ;§ the pride 

♦ The CapitoL f Glyptothek, Munich, 

t The Vatican. § Naples. 
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of the eagle soaring heavenward with Ganymede among his 
plumes : from tokens like these, together with the scenes of 
the Bacchae and the Cyclops of Euripides, the Idylls of 
Theocritus, and the dedicatory epigrams of the Anthology, 
we learn of what sort was the sympathy of the Greeks for 
nature. Their beautiful humanity is so close to the mother 
ever youthful of all life, to the full-breasted earth, that they 
seem calling through their art to the woods and waves and 
rivers, crying to their brethren that still tarry : " Come forth, 
and be like us ; begin to feel and know your happiness ; put 
on the form of flesh in which the world's soul reaches con- 
sciousness !" Humanity defined upon the borderland of nature 
is the life of all Greek sculpture ; even the gods are films of 
fleshly form emergent on the surface of the elements : the circle 
of the sun dilates, and Phoebus grows into distinctness with 
the glory round him ; out of the liquid ether gaze the divine 
eyes of Zeus ; Poseidon rises breast high from the mirrors of 
the sea. Man for the first time conscious of his freedom, yet 
clinging still to the breasts that gave him suck, like a flower 
rooted to the kindly earth, expresses all his thought and feeling 
in the language of his own shape. " The Greek Spirit " says 
Hegel " is the plastic artist forming the stone into a work of 
art" Apd this work of art is invariably the image of a man 
or woman. The most sublime aspirations, the subtlest in- 
tuitions, the darkest forebodings, the audacities of passion, the 
freedom of the senses, put on personality in Hellas and assume 
a robe of carnal beauty. In Egypt and the Orient humanity 
lay still upon " the knees of a mild mystery." The Egyptians 
had not discovered the magic word by means of which the 
world might be translated into the language of mankind : their 
art still remained within the sphere of symbolism which excludes 
true sympathy. The Jews had concentrated their thought upon 
moral phenomena: in their jealousy of the abstract purity of 
the soul they banned the arts as impious. 
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Theognis tells us that when the Muses and the Graces came 
down from Olympus to the marriage-feast of Cadmus and 
Harmonia, they sang a song with this immortal binden : 

5rrt KoKhvy ^tKov Icrrl* t6 S' oh KoKhy oi t^tKov icrriv. 

This strikes the keynote to the music of the Greek genius. 
Beauty is the true province of the Greeks, their indefeasible 
domain. But their conception of beauty was bodi more com- 
prehensive and more concrete than any which a modem race, 
perturbed by the division of the flesh and spirit, conscious of 
Jewish no less than Greek tradition, can attain to. When 
Goethe expressed his theory of life in the following couplet: 

Im Ganzen Guten Schonen 
Resolut zxL leben : • 

he supplied us with a correct definition of the spirit which 
governed Hellas. Beauty to the Greeks was one aspect of 
the universal Synthesis, commensurate with all that is fair in 
manners and comely in morals. It was the harmony of man 
with nature in a well-balanced and complete humanity, the 
bloom of health upon a conscious being, satisfied, as flowers 
and beasts and stars are satisfied, with the conditions of tem- 
poral existence. It was the joy-note of the whole world, heard 
and echoed by the sole being who could comprehend it — Man. 
That alone was beautiful which uttered a sound in unison with 
the whole ; and all was good which had this quality of con- 
cord. To be really beautiful was to be an integral part of the 
world's symphony, to be developed fully in all parts, without 
an undue preference for the soul before the body or for the 
passions before the reason, to maintain the rhythm and the 
measure and the balance of those faculties which characterize 
man, nature's masterpiece. The profounder reaches of this 

* " To live with steady purpose in the whole, the Good, the Beautiiul.'' 
These two lines are generally misquoted — Schonen being exchanged for 
Wahren, Beauty for Truth. 
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thought were explored by philosophers, who figured the soul 
as a Haraiony, who conceived of God as the Idea of Beauty, 
or who, like Marcus Aiurelius, defined virtue to be a living and 
enthusiastic sympathy with Nature. In the region of social 
life it led the Greeks to treat the State as an organic whole, 
which might be kept in preservation by the balance of its 
several forces. In the sphere of religion it produced a race 
of gods, each perfect in his individuality, distinct and self- 
contained, but blending, like the colours of the prism, in the 
white light of Zeus, who was the whole.* In actual life it 
facilitated the development of characters which, by the firee 
expansion of personality and by a conscious culture, were 
themselves consummate works of art Just as the unity of the 
Greek religion was not the unity of the One but of the Many 
blent and harmonized in the variety that we observe in Nature, 
so the ideal of Greek life imposed no commonplace conformity 
to one fixed standard on individuals, but each man was en- 
couraged to complete and realize the type of himself to the 
utmost Pericles devoted his energy to the perfecting of 
statesmanship and became the incarnation of the Athenian 
spirit; Pindar was a poet through and through; for the 
Olympian victor it was enough to be a splendid animal; 
Pheidias lived in concord with the universe by his exclusive 
devotion to his art. Thus formed and modelled to the utmost 
perfection each of his own kind, these characters, when con- 
templated together from a distance, like the deities of Olympus, 
present, in the harmony that springs firom difference, an ideal 
of Humanity. The Greek no less than the Christian might 
need to cut off" his right hand, — to debar himself like Pericles 
from the pleasures of society, — or to cast aside the sin that 

♦ The Greek Pantheon, regarded from one point of view, represents an 
exhaustive psychological analysis. Nothing in human nature is omitted ; 
hut each function and each quality of man is deified. To Zeus as the 
supreme reason all is subordinated. 
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doth SO easily beset us — like Socrates who trampled under foot 
his sensual instincts, — ^for the attainment of that self-evolution 
which gave him the right to be one note in the concord of the 
whole, one colour in the prism of humanity. The one thing 
needful to him was, not belief in the unseen, nor of necessity 
holiness, but a firm resolve to comprehend and cultivate his 
own capacity, and thus to add his quota to the sum of beauty 
in the world. 

The Greeks were essentially a nation of artists. Of the infinite 
attributes of God, of the infinite qualities of the whole, they 
clearly apprehended Beauty. That they conceived largely and 
liberally, not narrowly, as we are wont to do. And like con- 
summate craftsmen, they did thoroughly whatsoever in the 
region of things plastic their hands found to do — so thoroughly 
that men have only done the work again in so far as they liave 
followed the Greek rule. When we speak of the Greeks as 
an aesthetic nation, this is what we mean. Guided by no 
supernatural revelation, with no Mosaic law for conduct, they 
trusted their aKrdrjtnt, delicately trained and preserved in a 
condition of the utmost piuity. This tact is the ultimate 
criterion in all matters of art — a truth which we recognize in 
our use of the word aesthetic, though we too often attempt to 
import the alien elements of metaphysical dogmatism and 
moral prejudice into the sphere of beauty. This tact was also 
for the Greeks the ultimate criterion of ethics. 'TytatVctv /ick 
ipioToy dy^pl Ovary, says Simonides. A man in perfect health 
of mind and body, enjoying the balance of mental, moral, and 
physical qualities, which health implies, carried within himself 
the norm and measure of propriety. Those were the days 
when " love was an unerring light, and joy its own security." 
What we call the conscience, our continual reference to the 
standard of the Divine will, did not exist for the Greek. But 
instead of it he had for a guide this true artistic sensibility, 
developed by centuries of training, fortified by traditional 
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canons of good taste and prudence, and subject to continual 
correction by reciprocal comparison and dialectical debate. 
The lawgiver, the sculptor, the athlete, the statesman, the 
philosopher, the poet, the warrior, the musician, each added 
something of his own to the formation of a Kmv^ aiadrjmtf or 
common taste, by which the individual might regulate his 
instincts. 

To suppose that the Greeks were not a highly moralized 
race is perhaps the strangest misconception to which religious 
prejudice has ever given rise. If their morality was aesthetic and 
not theocratic, it was none the less on that account humane 
and real. The difficulty for the critic is to seize exactly that 
which is Hellenic — enduring and common to the race, not 
transient and due to individuals — in their religion and their 
ethics. In order to appreciate the first fine flavour of the 
Greek intellect, it is necessary to go back to Homer, who 
represents a period when the instincts of the Hellenes had not 
been sophisticated by philosophical reflection or vitiated by 
contact with Asiatic luxury. Homer joins hands with Pheidias 
and Aristophanes and Sophocles in a chain of truly Greek 
tradition. But side by side with them there runs a deeper and 
more mystic strain. The blood-justice of the Eumenides, the 
asceticism of Pythagoras, the purificatory rites of Empedocles 
and Epimenides, the fetichistic belief in a jealous God, and 
the doctrine of hereditary guilt in Theogm's, Herodotus, and 
Solon, are fragments of primitive or Asiatic superstition unhar- 
monized with the serene element of the Hellenic spirit At 
the same time the orgiastic cult of Dionysus and the volup- 
tuous worship of the Corinthian Aphrodite are intrusions from 
without To eliminate such cruder moral and religious notions 
was the impulse of the vigorous Greek mind. Yet at one critical 
moment of history mysticism attained a Titanic development 
and bid fair to force the Hellenic genius into uncongenial 
regions. The Persian war, by its lesson of a mortal peril escaped 

2 E 
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miraculously, quickened the spiritual convictions of the race.* 
It was then that iEschylus produced his tragedy of Retribution^ 
of which the motto is r^ l^aoavri iradtlyy and Pindar sounded 
with an awful sense of mystery the possible abysses of a future 
life. Greece, after the struggle with Xerxes, passed through 
a period of feverish exaltation, in which her placid contem- 
plation of the beauty of the world was interrupted. She, whose 
vocation it was to see only by the light of the serene and 
radiant sun, seemed on the verge of becoming a clairvoyante. 
But the balance was soon righted. Even in Pindar, moral 
mysticism is, as it were, encysted, like an alien deposit, in 
the more vital substance of aesthetic conceptions. Sophocles 
corrects the gloomy extravagance of ^schylus. The law of 
tragedy in Sophocles is no longer that the doer of a deed must 
suffer, but that he who offends unwittingly >vill be accounted 
innocent. Euripides shifts the ground of moral interest from 
religious beliefs to sophistical analysis. Meanwhile Aristo- 
phanes, the true Athenian conservative, is equally opposed to 
metaphysical subtleties and to superstitious fancies; while 
Socrates directs his polemic against sciolism in philosophy and 
childishness in mythology, without thinking it worth while to 
attack the linjihaifxovia of the mystics. In Plato's ethics the 
highest altitude of sane Greek speculation is attained. Aristo- 
phanes reflects the clearest image of Greek versatility and 

♦ I have already touched on this point at page 192. It is indeed 
very interesting to trace the growth of the morality of Nemesis and the 
Divine tpOdvoc in the earlier Greek authors, its ratification by -^chylus 
and subsequent refinement by Sophocles, finally its rejection by Plato, 
who says emphatically : ** Envy has no place in the heavenly choir." A 
childish fear of the divine government pervaded the Greeks of the age 
of Herodotus. This by the Dramatists was exalted to a conception of the 
holy and the jealous God. But the purifying good sense of the Greeks 
led the philosophers to eliminate from their theory of the world even the 
sublime theosophy of i^schylus. The soul of man, as analyzed by Plato 
in the Republic^ has only to suffer from the inevitable consequences of its 
own passions. Plato theorizes the humanity implicit in Homer. 
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cheerfulness. Pericles, freed by Anaxagoras from foolish fears, 
realizes the genuine Greek life of cheerful, self-reliant activity. 
The drama of Sophocles sets forth a complete view of human 
destiny as conceived by the most perfect of Greek intellects. 
Antigone dares to trust her own ai<r0i;<r«c in opposition to unna- 
tural law. (Edipus suffers no further than his own quality of 
rashness justifies. When we arrive at Aristotle, who yields the 
abstract of all that previously existed in the Greek mind, we 
see that the scientific spirit has achieved a perfect triumph. 
His science is the correlative in the region of pure thought to 
the Art which in Sculpture had pursued an uninterrupted course 
of natural evolution. 

As a necessary condition of artistic fireedom, the soul of man 
in Greece was implicit with God or nature in what may be 
called an animal unity. Mankind, as sinless and simple as any 
other race that lives and dies upon the globe, formed a part of 
the natural order of the world. The sensual impulses, like the 
intellectual and the moral, were then held void of crime and 
harmless. Health and good taste controlled the physical appe- 
tites of man, just as the appetites of animals are regulated by 
unerring instinct In the same way a standard of moderation 
determined moral virtue and intellectual excellence. But 
beyond this merely protective check upon the passions, a 
noble sense of the beautiful, as that which is balanced and 
restrained within limits, prevented the Greeks of the best 
period from diverging into Asiatic extravagance of pleasure. 
Licence was reckoned barbarous, and the barbarians were 
slaves by nature, ^v9zi lovKoi : Hellenes, bom to be free men, 
took pride in temperance. Their (rut<ppo<rvyrj, coextensive as a 
protective virtue with the whole of their to KaXovy was essen- 
tially Greek — the quality beloved by Phoebus, in whom was no 
dark place nor any flaw. With the Romans, humanity, not 
having yet transcended the merely animal unity with God, 
waxed wanton. To the state of Paradisal innocence succeeded 
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the Fall. The bestial side of our nature encroached upon the 
spiritual, and the sense of beauty was perturbed by lust. That 
true health, without which the aurdrftris is a false guide, failed ; 
no law of taste corrected appetite. It was at this moment 
that Christianity convicted mankind of sin. The voice of 
God was heard crying in the garden. The animal unity of 
man with nature was abruptly broken. Flesh and spirit were 
defined and counter-posed. Man, abiding far from God in his 
flesh, sought after God in his spirit His union with God was 
no longer an actual state of mundane mnocence, but a distant 
future, dim, celestial possibility, to be achieved by the sacrifice 
of thjg fair life of earth. " Your, lives are hid with Christ in 
God." Together with this separation of the flesh and spirit 
wrought by Christianity, came the abhorrence of beauty as a 
snare, the sense that carnal affections were tainted with sin, and 
the unwilling toleration of sexual love as a necessity, the ideal- 
ization of celibacy and solitude. At the same time humanity 
acquired new faculties and wider sensibilities. A profounder 
and more vital feeling of the mysteries of the Universe arose. 
Our life on earth was seen to be a thing by no means rounded 
in itself and perfect, but only one term of an infinite and 
unknown series. It was henceforward impossible to, translate 
the world into the language of purely aesthetic form. This 
stirring of the spirit marks the transition of the ancient to the 
modem world. But at the time of the Renaissance the travail 
was well-nigh over; the lesson had been learned; mankind 
began to resent the one-sidedness of monastic Christianity, and 
to yearn once more for the fruit and flowers of the garden 
which was Greece. Yet the spirit and ^the flesh still remained 
in unreconciled antagonism. Over the gate of Eden the arm 
of the Seraph waved his terrible sword. But humanity in 
rebellion, while outcast from God and convicted of sin, would 
not refrain from plucking the pleasure of the sense. This was 
the time of the insolence of the flesh, when Antichrist sat in 
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St. Peter's chair, and when man, knowing his n&edness, sub- 
mitted to the fascinations of the siren, Shame. The old health 
of the Greeks was gone : to recover that was impossible. 
Christ crowned with thorns, the Sabbaths and ablutions of the 
Jews, the "thundrous vision" of St. Paul had intervened and 
fixed a gulf between Hellas and modem Europe. In that age 
the love of beauty became a tragic disease like the plague 
which Aphrodite sent in wrath on Phaedra. Even Michael 
Angelo at the end of a long life spent in the service of the 
noblest art, remembering Savonarola, felt constrained to write ; 

Now hath my life across a stormy sea, 

Like a frail bark, reached that wide port where all 

Are bidden ere the final judgment fall, 

Of good and evil deeds to pay the fee. 
Now know I well how that fond phantasy, 

Which made my soul the worshipper and thrall 

Of earthly art, is vain ; how criminal 

Is that which all men seek unwillingly. 
Those amorous thoughts which were so lightly dressed. 

What are they when the double death is nigh ? 

The one 1 know for sure, the other dread. 
Painting nor sculpture now can lull to rest 

My soul, that turns to His great love on high. 

Whose arms to clasp us on the cross were spread. 

In his work Sculpture is forced to express what lies beyond its 
province — the throes and labour of the spirit. Michael Angelo 
was not a plastic character in the sense in which Hegel used 
this phrase. His art reflects the combat of his nature and his 
age ; whence comes what people call its extravagance and 
emphasis. Raphael from the opposite side introduced Pagan 
form and feeling into his purely religious work of art ; whence 
came what people call his decadence. Puritan England, 
Inquisition-ridden Spain, and critical Germany offer still more 
permanent signs of this deep-seated division in the modem 
world between the natural instincts and the spiritual aspura- 
tions of humanity. Even to the present day this division 
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distorts our sense of beauty and prevents our realizing an 
ideal of art.* 

But in the struggle of the adverse forces there is now at 
least a hope of future reconciliation. A mediator may be con- 
fidently expected — even if he has not already appeared in 
Goethe, who, holding science in his right hand as a lamp, fear- 
lessly explored the world, and lived a Greek life in the nine- 
teenth century. The motto 

Im Ganzen Guten Schonen 
Resolut zu leben 



• After all, the separation between the Greeks and us is due to some- 
thing outside us rather than within — principally to the Hebraistic culture 
we receive in childhood. We are taught to think that one form of religion 
contains the whole truth, and that one way of feeling is right, to the exclu- 
sion of the humanities and sympathies of races no less beloved of God and 
no less kindred to ourselves than were the Jews. At the same time the 
literature of the Greeks has for the last three centuries formed the basis of 
our education ; their thoughts and sentiments, enclosed like precious per- 
fumes in sealed vases, spread themselves abroad and steep the soul in 
honey-sweet aromas. Some will always be found, imder the conditions of 
this double culture, to whom Greece is a lost fatherland, and who, passing 
through youth with the mal du pays of that irrecoverable land upon themt 
may be compared to visionaries, spending the nights in golden dreams and 
the days in common duties. Has then the modem man no method for 
making the Hellenic tradition vital instead of dream- like — invigorating 
instead of enervating ? There is indeed this one way only— to be natural : 
we must imitate the Greeks, not by trying to reproduce their modes of life 
and feeling, but by approximating to their free and fearless attitude of 
mind. To do this in the midst of our conventionalities and prejudices, our 
interminglement of unproved hopes and unrefiited terrors, is no doubt 
hard. Yet if we fail of this, we lose the best the Greeks can teach us. 
Strange as it may seem, Walt Whitman is more truly Greek than any 
other man of modem times. Hopeful and fearless, accepting the world as 
he finds it, recognizing the value of each human impulse, shirking no 
obligation, self-regulated by a law of perfect health, he, in the midst of a 
chaotic age, emerges clear and distinct, at one with nature, and therefore 
Greek. Hellenism of this sort is independent of dogmas and may be com- 
bined with almost any creed. It is that which the Greeks had of eternal, 
indestructible, separable from local customs and transient conventionalities. 
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is not a strictly Christian sentence. St. Paul had said : " To 
me to live is Christ, and to die is gain." But it is essen- 
tially human. The man who lives by it is restored to that 
place in the world which he has a right to occupy, instead of 
regarding himself as an alien and an outcast from imagined 
heaven. Science must be our redeemer. Science which 
teaches man to know himself, and explains to him his real 
relation to Nature. Through scientific certainty God and the 
human conscience shall at last be reconciled, not in the merely 
animal unity which the Greeks enjoyed, not in the spiritual 
union of paradise promised by Christianity, but in a natural 
union. The healthy acceptance of the physical laws to which 
we are subordinated need not prevent our full consciousness 
of moral law. It is true that the beautiful Greek life, as of 
leopards and tiger-lilies and eagles, cannot be restored. 
Yet neither need we cling to the convent or the prison 
life of early Catholicity. The new freedom of man must 
consist of submission to the order of the universe as it exists. 
The final discovery that there is no antagonism between our 
physical and spiritual constitution, but rather a most intimate 
connection, must place the men of the future upon a higher 
level than the Greeks. They by experience and demonstration 
will know what the Greeks felt instinctively. Their aUdrjtng 
will be fortified by the recognition of immutable Law. The 
tact of healthy youth will be succeeded by the calm reason of 
maturity. 
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